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Abstract  
 
This thesis explores how the art world negotiates what contemporary African art 
means, in the context of the international contemporary art system and in relation to 
the histories of Western perspectives on Africa. Using conceptual and methodological 
approaches drawn from cultural geography, it examines the field of contemporary 
African art, foregrounding the terms of negotiation framing contested geographical 
imaginations and ideas of Africa. The research considers curatorial practices, 
exhibitions, art institutions, networks and the wider art infrastructure as an arena in 
which geographical concepts and categories are formulated, debated and contested in 
relation to contemporary African art. It draws on interviews with artists, curators, 
gallerists, collectors and scholars, as well as ethnographic fieldwork conducted in 
institutions and at art events, to unpick the idea of ‘contemporary African art’ as a 
working category and conceptual frame. It reveals tensions running through the field 
hinging on questions of categorisation, scale and location, the geographical 
dimensions and implications of which are currently under-explored. The conclusions 
argue for the importance of geographical awareness in debates around contemporary 
art from Africa and its shifting position internationally, particularly in the context of 
globalising trends in the art world and beyond, which engender complex geographies 
of mobility, identity, belonging and opportunity. The thesis also highlights the 
relevance of debates around contemporary African art for geographers, proposing new 
directions in research on art within cultural geography. 
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Chapter One 
 
Introduction 
 
A few days before the opening of the photography exhibition Money in Bamako and 
London, I slipped through a hidden door and found my way to an old-fashioned office 
deep inside the British Museum, where some important decisions were being made. It 
was late May 2012, and Sophie Mew, the exhibition’s curator, and Diane Patrice, one 
of the photographers, had convened to discuss how to hang the pictures. As the 
project assistant, I had come along to offer a third opinion, and to see the prints 
myself for the first time. Diane’s images exploring Londoners’ everyday relationships 
with money were laid out alongside pictures by Harandane Dicko, who had responded 
to the same theme in Bamako. There were people with money, and people without; a 
market trader, and a boy selling scrap; coins, banknotes and cowry shells. We walked 
around and around the table, looking at the photographs and moving them about. 
What’s happening in this picture? Do these images go well together? Should this one 
go here, or there? What story are we trying to tell?  
 
After weeks of meetings, phone calls and emails, it felt strange to finally have the 
work in front of us. Getting this far had been a challenge. Sophie had written to ask 
me for help with finding a replacement for the original Malian photographer, Alioune 
Bâ, who had withdrawn from the project following the coup d’état in Mali which 
began on the 21st March 2012. Diane, Sophie and I met in London in early April to 
discuss a plan of action, with news of the coup forming a troubling yet strangely 
remote backdrop. Mixed messages had been arriving from Sophie’s friends in 
Bamako. Carrying on with the project risked appearing insensitive to the situation, but 
pulling out might send the message that cultural collaboration between the UK and 
Mali had become impossible, a sad state of affairs that we did not want to accept. It 
was hard to know what to do. 
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Having decided to monitor the situation and proceed with caution, we spent a few 
anxious days trawling the internet and emailing curators in such unlikely locations as 
Minnesota, on the trail of Bamako-based photographers. Following an endorsement 
from a trusted colleague in London and a promising scan through his website, despite 
having never met him, we invited Harandane Dicko to participate in the project. 
Amazingly, he accepted, and in the space of barely a fortnight he had taken his six 
photographs. There was a momentary hitch when slow internet speeds in Bamako 
prevented him from emailing his images over to us, but fortunately he was able to 
take advantage of higher-speed connections during a short trip to Togo, and the files 
arrived, ready to be printed. Meanwhile, Diane was working on her own photographs 
around London, I was coordinating the project’s publicity drive, and Sophie was 
negotiating with the British Museum over the arrangements for the hard-won foyer 
space where the exhibition and the private view were to take place. 
 
Sophie, Diane and I had talked about the theme of ‘money’ and the ideas that we 
hoped would emerge from the show, and Sophie had also had several lengthy phone 
conversations with Harandane.1 Each artist would show the same number of images, 
and they would be interspersed, to develop a dialogue between the two cities. But 
how? Back in the office at the British Museum, Sophie had come armed with some 
suggestions and we mulled them over, looking at the colours and shapes, and thinking 
about the mood and messages they conveyed. Diane was quite outspoken with her 
opinions, but sadly the budget could not stretch to flying Harandane over from Mali. 
Even from afar, however, he managed (perhaps inadvertently) to throw a spanner in 
the works: having sent most of his images the previous week, one final picture had 
suddenly arrived, and we had too many. One picture had to go; which was it to be?  
 
After much discussion, we finally settled on a black-and-white image of a Malian 
street child. It was similar in composition and subject-matter to another of 
Harandane’s pictures, yet lacked the necessary colour to create a balanced visual 
impression overall. It was also perhaps the most clichéd image of Africa on the table. 
Harandane had said that he wanted to highlight the economic insecurity experienced 
                                                
1 The focus on ‘money’ came about because the exhibition, although independently organised, was tied 
in to the re-opening of the Citi Money Gallery at the British Museum on 1 June 2012. 
 12 
in Bamako after the coup, but to Sophie and me, at least, the picture had unfortunate 
echoes of those commonly used in charity campaigns in the UK to ‘help African 
children’. Was this a parallel that we felt comfortable with? Was it appropriate for an 
art photography exhibition at the British Museum? Would it help visitors to think 
about the parallels between London and Bamako, and how people experience money 
in their everyday lives? No, we decided, it wouldn’t. There could be no guarantee that 
people would read our text panels explaining the social and political context of each 
picture, so the overall visual impression was crucial, as were our audience’s likely 
preconceptions. We were aiming to create new ways of visualising and understanding 
African countries and their relationships with the UK, not to perpetuate stereotypes of 
the continent as desperately poor and in need of assistance.  
 
On installation day, things became tense when it emerged that despite our careful 
planning, somehow, the sequencing of the captions and images had come awry. 
Sophie was most concerned that the order of the photographs should match the text. 
Diane was disappointed that the visual narrative she had envisaged would have to be 
disrupted. Harandane, in his absence, could not comment at all. I was worried about 
the poor quality of the Museum’s display cases, which were covered in scratches. But 
eventually we came together, grappled with double-sided Velcro and measuring tapes, 
and got the work up just in time. The following night, on the 1st June 2012, Money in 
Bamako and London opened in the British Museum’s Clore Education Centre to a 
warm reception from friends, colleagues and passers-by who enjoyed a glass of wine, 
looked at the display, and gossiped about art, money, London, Bamako, and other 
matters. The exhibition was on view for a month, after which the work was taken 
down and put in storage. There are plans for it to travel to Bamako, where Harandane 
might finally get to see the prints of his photographs, but due to ongoing political 
instability in Mali, nobody knows whether or not it will happen.2 
 
 
* 
 
                                                
2 News and information can be found on the website <http://www.bamakoandlondon.com/> [accessed 
15 August 2012]. 
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As my behind-the-scenes account of the making of Money in Bamako and London 
reveals, producing exhibitions can be a complicated business. The practicalities of 
sourcing, producing and displaying works of art to their best advantage may throw up 
unexpected frustrations; unpredictable circumstances often disrupt the best-laid plans; 
and developing collaborations, managing egos and overcoming artistic differences can 
test the limits of relationships, both personal and professional. A number of issues 
must be held in balance: the aesthetic or visual impact of the exhibition; its intended 
subject matter, conceptual approach and art historical context; the ideas and ambitions 
of the artists; the impressions that the show is likely to create among audiences; and 
how these factors intersect. The aims and wider context of the host institution must 
also be taken into account; moreover, those involved may stand to gain or lose 
professional status and credibility. Finished displays are therefore just the tip of the 
exhibition-making iceberg, and the practices, processes and debates within the wider 
art world that go into producing them are complex and at times contradictory. 
 
Such issues are of course relevant to every exhibition-making process, but when art 
and artists from Africa are involved, the challenges are often quite particular. These 
challenges emerge from Africa’s geographical condition, both real and imagined, as 
well as the ways in which these geographies are understood, and they raise some 
problematic yet fascinating questions for curators in Western contexts. Some of the 
situations Sophie, Diane, Harandane and I experienced during the making of Money in 
Bamako and London – poor communications, Harandane’s absence at decisive 
moments, his involvement at all – were undoubtedly related to Mali’s geographical 
location, its international connectedness (or lack thereof) and its position at the heart 
of an ongoing geopolitical crisis in West and North Africa. Other situations, however, 
were far more influenced by our awareness of sensitivities around the images and 
imaginative geographies of Africa commonly circulating in the public domain in the 
UK, and our commitment to challenging viewers to reconsider any negative 
stereotypes of Africa that they might have, and to appreciate the artists’ work in a 
different light. The title of our exhibition was fairly specific, and did not make any 
claims to represent ‘Africa’; yet many of our actions, conversations and decisions 
during the project were carried out with an awareness of the wider history, politics 
and implications of showing artwork from and about Africa in London.  
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In this thesis, I take up these issues to explore the field of contemporary African art 
from a geographical perspective. My research presents an investigation into the 
individuals, institutions and networks making up the field of contemporary African 
art, mostly in the West, including museums and galleries, collectors, curators, artists 
and academics. It aims to delineate the key concerns shaping their activities, to 
establish how these might work with and produce particular geographical ideas about 
African artists and their work (and about Africa more generally), and to consider how 
these ideas and processes influence the making of the category of ‘contemporary 
African art’. It also considers the imaginative geographies produced by, and 
associated with, contemporary art from Africa and/or by Africans, and how these are 
negotiated in the context of the international contemporary art world. 
 
In choosing this focus, my rationale is twofold. First, ‘contemporary African art’ is a 
topic that is fascinating for its simultaneous coherence and incoherence. Its meaning 
might seem obvious: it is art produced now, in Africa, and/or, by Africans. The term 
implies that ‘Africa’ is the point of commonality uniting various different kinds of 
artistic production emerging in different localities, and to the extent that this is often 
how art exhibitions are organised (whether explicitly or not), the ‘African-ness’ of 
contemporary African art is indeed its unifying factor. However, the production of 
‘contemporary African art’ as a field of professional activity and a conceptual 
category is fraught with difficulties, many of which are geographical in nature. It 
appears to rely on an understanding of Africa as a geographic unit, yet this 
understanding is constantly challenged by the reality of Africa as an incredibly large, 
diverse and complex space. Therefore, while the focus of this project is 
‘contemporary African art’, this is something to be explored and questioned, rather 
than asserted unproblematically. I aim to disentangle the material and imaginative 
geographical complexities underlying ‘contemporary African art’, and in doing so 
develop an argument about how it operates and persists as a frame of reference, albeit 
in differentiated and conflicted forms.  
 
Second, while these characteristics could almost certainly be attributed to many other 
fields identified by their geographical origin, the art of Africa is perhaps especially 
interesting for geographers because of the substantial existing body of work 
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considering Africa’s embattled status as an archetype of ‘otherness’. Geographers and 
others have noted that ‘[t]he idea of ‘Africa’ gets very fuzzy at its edges’, and the 
place of Africa in geographical imaginaries remains controversial, speaking to a wide 
range of topical and urgent debates around issues such as racism, inequality, 
development, globalisation, and migration and diaspora studies.3 Investigating how 
this ‘fuzziness’ is produced and negotiated throws the points of contention underlying 
different understandings of Africa into sharp relief, and promises to illuminate the 
broader issue of how geographical imaginaries emerge and operate in different 
contexts. As I hope to demonstrate, such debates also offer fertile ground for artists, 
curators and others in the art world, who engage with and shape the paths they take 
and the geographies they trace as they work through these issues together. 
 
As an area for research, therefore, contemporary African art offers rich material for 
geographical analysis. Indeed, since it relates directly to questions of both artistic and 
geographical knowledge production, it presents wider possibilities for exploring the 
ways in which art and geography can inform one another, in a specific and 
empirically grounded setting. Geographers and scholars of art have increasingly come 
into conversation in recent decades, and have pursued the art-geography relationship 
in a number of directions. Research has focused in particular on how art works and 
artistic and curatorial practices engage with ideas of place, and how such 
engagements can inform our understanding of how geographical knowledge is 
produced and negotiated. Some important work has begun to consider how both 
material and imaginative geographies may play an important role in shaping the 
production, circulation and understanding of art. But geographers have yet to consider 
in any detail the ways in which art worlds work as fields of professional activity, and 
how geographical categories emerge and operate within the art world.  
 
At the same time, work in disciplines including African and African Diaspora studies, 
art history, museum studies, anthropology, cultural studies and sociology offers a 
kaleidoscope of different approaches to contemporary African art, yet the geographies 
of the field have been largely neglected. This thesis represents an attempt to develop a 
                                                
3 Garth Myers, ‘Africa’, in International Encyclopedia of Human Geography, ed. by Rob Kitchin and 
Nigel J. Thrift (Amsterdam, Oxford and London: Elsevier, 2009), pp. 25-30, p. 25. 
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conversation between these two areas of enquiry, by bringing debates about 
contemporary African art into dialogue with geographical concerns and approaches. It 
thus participates in a somewhat specialised yet loosely defined set of debates that 
converge around issues such as visual culture, artistic practice and performance, 
geographical knowledge, representation and cultural politics. The ways in which 
geography and art can engage and enhance each other’s research agendas are still very 
much in the process of emergence, and in this project, my aim is to engage with and 
contribute to such work.   
 
To guide the research, I formulated one core research question: 
 
• How is the category of ‘contemporary African art’ produced, maintained and 
contested within the international contemporary art world?  
 
I cut into this core issue through a series of sub-questions: 
 
• What are the key sites, individuals, institutions, and networks that constitute 
the field of contemporary African art, and how do they work together? 
 
• What ideas of Africa inform activity within the field of contemporary African 
art? 
 
• How do material and imaginative geographies of Africa get negotiated through 
encounters, practices and processes in different contexts within the art world?  
 
These questions are interconnected and mutually reinforcing, but have slightly 
varying emphases. The core question is the starting point for this enquiry; the title of 
this research appears to presuppose that something called ‘contemporary African art’ 
exists, but in fact, my purpose in this project is to interrogate the geographical 
problems, processes and practices involved in producing ‘contemporary African art’ 
as a category. I locate these with ‘the international contemporary art world’ in the 
loosest sense, to include relevant artists, curators, scholars, critics, museums and 
galleries, collections, journals, magazines, websites, conferences and more, all of 
which work with, reproduce and contest the category of ‘contemporary African art’. 
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The remaining questions sharpen the focus of the first, to directly consider the ideas 
of Africa that arise as a result of the specific activities of those people, institutions and 
networks identified with and working through the category of contemporary African 
art. I refer in the fourth question to ‘different contexts’ since although most of this 
activity is ultimately focused around developing, delivering and evaluating public 
displays of African art, not all of it is directly involved in putting on exhibitions. 
Scholarly debates, collecting practices, and commercial activities also inform the field 
to a significant degree, and as will be seen, many individuals and institutions move 
freely between roles and objectives. Further, ‘different contexts’ also refers to the 
particular approaches to the categorisation and definition of contemporary African art 
that are taken in different geographical contexts; this project starts from my location 
in London and works to create connections and conversations in and beyond the city, 
remaining attentive to the different contextual factors shaping the field in different 
places. Together, these questions form a framework that has directed and structured 
my approach to bringing geographical questions to bear on the art world through the 
lens of contemporary African art; as a broader outcome, then, this research hopes to 
explore how a geographical perspective on the field of contemporary African art can 
contribute to work on geography and art more widely. 
 
I begin in chapter two with a critical discussion of the key debates framing the 
research. Drawing on a wide range of disciplines, I explore the relationship between 
geography and art, and examine the potential of ‘global art histories’ as a conceptual 
bridge between the two. I then focus these debates around the question of 
contemporary African art through three sections: first, I address the idea of ‘Africa’ as 
a subject of geographical imaginations; second, I describe a brief history of Western 
encounters with African art, and the emergence of scholarship around it; and third, I 
introduce critical debates on contemporary African art. Throughout the chapter, my 
goal is to highlight many of the key concepts and questions which I return to in the 
rest of the thesis. 
 
As my opening narrative might suggest, my own position within this research has 
been at once active, embedded and critically involved. In chapter three, I reflect on 
my methodological approach to researching the art world from a geographical 
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perspective. The discussion emphasises the value of interviewing and ethnography as 
ways of unpacking the workings of institutions, networks and professional 
relationships, arguing that this is especially important in studies of the art world, 
which has tended to be understood through its surface manifestations of art works, 
exhibitions and publications. I then explain how I situate the research as a project 
conducted from London and looking outwards, before outlining the range of different 
methods I used during fieldwork.   
 
Chapter four draws extensively on my empirical findings to provide an overview of 
the field of contemporary African art as seen from London. In a series of exploratory 
discussions, I offer insights into art scenes in the United Kingdom, the United States, 
Nigeria, South Africa and Kenya. Responding to recent changes within the field, I 
also consider the growth in networked and ‘rootless’ organisations and projects. 
Without aiming to be exhaustive, this chapter introduces key individuals and 
institutions working with contemporary African art, many of whom reappear in 
subsequent chapters. It also draws attention to some of the contrasting approaches, 
practices and opinions employed by a range of individuals working with 
contemporary African art in different settings, as a basis for more in-depth discussion 
in subsequent chapters. 
 
In chapter five, I investigate how artists, curators and others working in the field of 
contemporary African art find and make contact with each other. As we saw with the 
example of Money in Bamako and London, identifying and communicating with 
artists based in Africa can be tricky, especially from outside the continent; further, the 
routes that artists follow through the art world as their careers develop may depend on 
a number of factors beyond simply the work they produce. Of particular interest here 
are the geographical aspects of these processes, including how distance, travel and 
connectedness impact on the ways in which curators, gallerists, artists and others 
come into contact with one another. Technology clearly has an important role to play 
here, and in the second part of the chapter, I examine the effect of information and 
communications technologies on these processes and practices in some detail.   
 
Having explored the material geographies of the field of contemporary African art, in 
chapter six I move on to the question of imaginative geographies through a 
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discussion of how ‘African-ness’ is negotiated in the art world. I begin the chapter by 
reflecting on how Africa’s image is addressed through art, before moving on to 
examine these issues in greater detail in relation to particular curatorial practices and 
problems. As I show here, there are a number of challenges facing curators and artists 
in their efforts to work together around the often sensitive topic of ‘African-ness’, and 
these deserve greater attention with regard to how they are worked through in 
practice. One of the key issues underlying such challenges is the question of artists’ 
identities, and in the final part of this chapter I explore how this question is 
approached in relation to diaspora artists, as well as African artists more generally. 
 
Chapter seven picks up many of the debates threading through the thesis and brings 
them into a more direct dialogue with questions of geography. It draws out the 
connections between material and imaginative geographies by reconsidering 
exhibiting strategies and curatorial practices more widely, and highlights the 
geographical questions that structure the debate. It makes explicit the theme of 
geographical complexity versus simplicity, which has emerged throughout the 
discussion thus far, and pinpoints Africa’s relationship with the ‘international’ as a 
key point of contention.  
 
Finally, in chapter eight, I draw the research to a close by summarising the empirical, 
methodological and theoretical contributions it has made. I discuss the implications of  
the project for work in geography and art, and also identify some possible future 
avenues of enquiry, before reflecting again on my own relationship to the research. 
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Chapter Two 
 
Geography, the art world and African art 
 
 
In this research, I explore the material and imaginative geographies produced, 
reworked and negotiated through the field of ‘contemporary African art’. As Salah 
Hassan has noted, ‘the representation of Africa in international art forums and 
exhibitions is very telling about how knowledge is produced and reproduced in the 
contemporary art world’.1 This thesis takes this observation and builds on it with 
regard to the explicitly geographical aspects of this knowledge, both in relation to 
Africa specifically, and in relation to how we make geographical sense of the world 
more generally. I build upon dialogues between several disciplinary areas – including 
cultural geography, art history, African studies, sociology and anthropology – in order 
to draw out the geographies of debates around contemporary African art as a category, 
and also to use contemporary African art as a springboard for developing new 
arguments about art from within geography. This chapter explores the most important 
conversations framing the research, in four parts. 
 
First, I examine the relationship between geography and art and highlight the potential 
for new cultural geographical understandings of art worlds, which I develop 
throughout the thesis. One important aspect of a geographical perspective on the study 
of art worlds is awareness of their imaginative geographies; I pursue this point in the 
second and third parts of the chapter where I consider the historical development of 
the ‘idea of Africa’ and its contested status as an object of geographical knowledge, 
before showing how ideas about Africa intersect with activity in the field of art 
through an exploration of how art from the continent has been encountered and 
interpreted historically. Fourth, I engage with scholarship on contemporary African 
art, and critically examine how debates in the field have addressed some of the issues 
highlighted in the previous sections. In some concluding reflections, I summarise the 
                                                
1 Salah Hassan, ‘Flow: Diaspora and Afro-Cosmopolitanism’, in Flow, ed. by Christine Kim (New 
York: The Studio Museum in Harlem, 2008), pp. 26-31, p. 26. 
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potential for new dialogues between geography and art, show why the contemporary 
African art world is an ideal focus in this regard, and provide theoretical and 
empirical context for what follows in the main body of the research.  
 
At the outset, though, it is useful to identify more generally some of the key features 
of a critical geographical perspective that can help us to engage with art, art-making 
and the art world. Human geography is commonly seen as a discipline that seeks to 
locate things, and tell us the ‘where’ to history’s ‘when’; is it an ‘attempt to find and 
impose order on a seemingly chaotic world’.2 However, as a critical academic 
approach, its aim is not only to emphasise the significance of where things happen in 
space, but to denaturalise given understandings of space itself by exploring how it is 
not simply a neutral setting in which social activity occurs, but is itself socially 
produced. In other words, the organisation of space in different ways – in both 
material and symbolic senses – shapes social categories and identities, even as it is 
produced by them. This conceptualisation of spatiality – understood as the productive 
intersection between society and space – lies at the heart of much work in human 
geography, and underpins the approach taken in this research.3  
 
A critical understanding of spatiality has led geographers to develop new 
understandings of ‘place’. In particular, geographers have challenged rigid 
conceptualisations of the world as a ‘mosaic’ of different places making up a broader 
pattern, by questioning notions of clearly defined, unique spaces and places.4 Of 
particular importance has been the idea that geographical categorisation at different 
scales – village, town, region, nation, continent and so on – should be seen as a 
contested and value-laden activity rather than as simply fact. If boundaries are ‘lines 
drawn by society to serve particular purposes’, as geographers argue, then 
geographical categories at whatever scale can not be considered ‘natural’ or 
intrinsically internally coherent; rather, they should be seen as socially produced, and 
                                                
2 Alastair Bonnett, What is geography? (London: Sage, 2008), p. 6. 
3 See Introducing Human Geographies, Second Edition, ed. by Paul Cloke, Philip Crang and Mark 
Goodwin (Abingdon: Hodder Arnold, 2005). 
4 Philip Crang, ‘Local-global’, in Introducing Human Geographies, Second Edition, ed. by Paul Cloke, 
Philip Crang and Mark Goodwin (Abingdon: Hodder Arnold, 2005), pp. 34-50. 
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socially negotiated.5 Furthermore, if boundaries are socially produced, the places that 
they describe are equally the product of social relations, and should be understood as 
open and interlinked, and produced through their connections with each other. The 
work of Doreen Massey, in particular, has shown that the ‘local’ and the ‘global’ may 
be understood as co-constitutive parts of spatial networks that extend within and 
beyond them, and the varied and often uneven flows of ideas, objects, people and 
capital that sustain and contest these networks are ripe for geographical critique.6 
Geographical differentiation thus becomes not simply a matter of pinpointing a 
location or drawing a border, but of interrogating the ideas, processes, practices and 
mobilities that sustain difference in different contexts.7 Moreover, the very idea of 
geographical ‘context’ may be interrogated, for how it is understood, deployed or 
contested in different circumstances. 
 
If the above concerns can be considered part of the ‘geographical imagination’ – a 
broad ‘sensitivity towards the significance of space and place’8 – another related 
underlying concept is the notion of imaginative geographies, which draws attention to 
how particular places are represented and imagined, and the effect of these 
representations and imaginations.9 The term was originally proposed by the literary 
critic Edward Said, who showed how imaginative geographies are entwined with 
processes of identity formation and relationships between places within intricate and 
often unequal relations of power.10 Such concerns have been taken up critically by 
human geographers, notably Derek Gregory, who have argued that imaginative 
geographies are not purely ‘fictional’, but circulate in material forms and often have 
                                                
5 Doreen Massey, ‘The conceptualization of place’, in A Place in the World?, ed. by Doreen Massey 
and Pat Jess (Oxford: The Open University, 1995), pp. 45-85, p. 68. 
6 Doreen Massey, ‘A Global Sense of Place’, Marxism Today, June (1991), pp. 24-29. See also Doreen 
Massey, For Space (London: Sage, 2005). 
7 Crang, ‘Local-global’. 
8 The term also implies a sensitivity to landscape and nature, although these concerns are not central to 
this research. See Derek Gregory, ‘Geographical Imagination’, in The Dictionary of Human 
Geography, Fifth Edition, ed. by Derek Gregory, Ron Johnston, Geraldine Pratt, Michael J. Watts and 
Sarah Whatmore (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), p. 283. 
9 Imaginative geographies have been defined as ‘representations of place, space and landscape that 
structure people’s understandings of the world, and in turn help to shape their actions’. See Introducing 
Human Geographies, Second Edition, ed. by Paul Cloke, Philip Crang and Mark Goodwin (Abingdon: 
Hodder Arnold, 2005), p. 141. 
10 Said’s focus was on the relationship between the West and its imagined ‘Orient’. See Edward W. 
Said, Orientalism (London: Penguin, 1978). 
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very real consequences for those bound up with them.11 As Gregory also argues, they 
are not necessarily neatly organised, but are ‘doubled spaces of articulation’ whose 
‘inconstant topologies are mappings of connective dissonance in which connections 
are elaborated in some registers even as they are disavowed in others’.12 For 
geographers, this means that it is important to remain attentive to the inconsistencies 
and paradoxes underpinning how different imaginative geographies emerge and 
circulate, and how they are contested and deconstructed. Moreover, these dissonant 
‘mappings’ should not be seen as purely abstract, mental activity. Noting that 
‘discourse itself is intensely material’, geographers have increasingly sought to 
connect representations and imaginations of place with the material world, whether 
through a focus on material culture, or a turn to embodied practices.13 Such work 
points to research on imaginative geographies that locates them in specific material 
circumstances, and explores how they are produced and contested through practice. 
 
The geographical sensibility I have outlined here is the principle conceptual outlook 
informing the approach taken in this research, and reappears both implicitly and 
explicitly throughout. Already, we can see that the notion of an ‘African’ category of 
contemporary art raises many geographical questions, about what this category refers 
to (both materially and imaginatively), how it is produced and negotiated, and the 
spatialities of these negotiations. I am especially concerned with developing a 
grounded conceptualisation of imaginative geographies, and of geographical 
knowledge-making more generally, focusing not simply on how they are expressed 
through particular practices and materialities, but also on how they are actively 
negotiated through and co-constitutive of certain encounters, activities and exchanges 
that have their own geographies. More broadly, I aim to examine how people working 
in the art world draw on their own geographical imaginations – their 
conceptualisations of space and place, and their approach to geographical context – to 
                                                
11 Derek Gregory, ‘Imaginative geographies’, Progress in Human Geography 19 (1995), 477-485; 
Derek Gregory, The colonial present: Afghanistan, Palestine, Iraq (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004). See also 
Felix Driver, ‘Imaginative geographies’, in Introducing Human Geographies, Second Edition, ed. by 
Paul Cloke, Philip Crang and Mark Goodwin (Abingdon: Hodder Arnold, 2005), pp. 144-153. 
12 Derek Gregory, The colonial present, p. 256. 
13 Cheryl McEwan, ‘Material geographies and postcolonialism’, Singapore Journal of Tropical 
Geography 24 (2003), 340-355, p. 342. See also Philip Crang, ‘The geographies of material culture’, in 
Introducing Human Geographies, Second Edition, ed. by Paul Cloke, Philip Crang and Mark Goodwin 
(Abingdon: Hodder Arnold, 2005), pp. 168-181; see also Hayden Lorimer, ‘Cultural geography: the 
busyness of being ‘more-than-representational’, Progress in Human Geography 29 (1) (2005), 83-94. 
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guide their approach to geographical issues in their professional practice. As will 
become clear, geographical imaginations often play an extremely important part in 
shaping (and are equally shaped by) practices within the field of art, yet the 
implications of this are not always fully explored. Subsequent chapters show how 
studying ‘contemporary African art’ as a field and a category can advance my 
objectives in these respects, but first, I return to the task of developing a framework 
for what follows by examining the relationship between geography and art. 
 
 
Geography, art and art worlds  
 
As participants in an extremely wide-ranging and intellectually omnivorous 
discipline, geographers have produced a great variety of arguments about art, whether 
focusing on its production, consumption, social and cultural significance, or political 
and economic impact. In this part of the chapter, I consider this work, noting that 
there remain aspects of art and art worlds which have not yet been considered in any 
great detail by geographers, despite their inherently geographical nature. I then turn to 
interest in geographical concepts and concerns (both explicit and implicit) within the 
art world, focusing on direct engagements with ‘geography’ from art scholars as well 
as debates about global/world art histories/studies, and identifying points at which 
interventions from cultural geography may be of relevance. In making these 
arguments, I also draw on a range of other disciplines including sociology and 
anthropology. My overall goal is to lay the groundwork for developing a new kind of 
dialogue between geography and art in subsequent chapters, adopting a cultural 
geographical angle to offer fresh insights into the ways that art worlds work.  
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Geography and Art 
 
The relationship between geography and art has a long and complex history.14 In early 
and modern geographical thought, geography and art were in many ways two sides of 
the same coin. Renaissance map-makers employed scientific but also painterly skill to 
create early representations of landscape, and artistic, cartographic and geographic 
practices continued to be closely entwined throughout the Enlightenment and on into 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.15 An important break came after the 
Second World War, when the academic discipline of geography reinvented itself as a 
spatial science, which had little interest in art. It was not until the 1970s that interest 
in the topic was revived through humanist critiques of spatial science, which 
highlighted art’s expressive potential for revealing human experience; such interests 
were pursued in the wake of the cultural turn and ‘new cultural geography’ that 
emerged during the 1980s. Particular attention was focused on the role of visual 
representations in the production and reproduction of power relations, and in the 
construction of difference. In this context, debates on representations of landscape 
have been especially important in uncovering the complex and always contested 
nature of identity and notions of belonging (across a variety of interconnected 
registers including nationality, class, race, gender and sexuality).16  
 
More recently, attention has turned to the role of art and art-making in constituting 
and contesting a wide range of different environments, spaces and geographical 
                                                
14 Harriet Hawkins, ‘Dialogues and Doings: Sketching the Relationships Between Geography and Art’, 
Geography Compass 5(7) (2011), 464-478; Harriet Hawkins, ‘Geography and art. An expanding field: 
Site, the body and practice’, Progress in Human Geography, published online 18 April 2012, doi: 
10.1177/0309132512442865; Beatrice Holly McLaren, ‘Geography and Art / Art and Geography’ 
(unpublished paper, Queen Mary, University of London, no date); Beatrice Holly McLaren, ‘Bordering 
Art: Geography, Collaboration and Creative Practices’ (unpublished doctoral dissertation, Queen Mary, 
University of London, 2008). 
15 Denis Cosgrove, Mappings (London: Reaktion Books, 1999); Peter Barber and Tom Harper, 
Magnificent Maps: Power, Propaganda and Art (London: British Library Publishing, 2011); Catherine 
D’Ignazio, ‘Art and Cartography’, in International Encyclopedia of Human Geography, ed. by Rob 
Kitchin and Nigel J. Thrift (Amsterdam, Oxford and London: Elsevier, 2009), pp. 190-206. 
16 Denis Cosgrove and Steven Daniels, The iconography of landscape: essays on the symbolic 
representation, design and use of past environments (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988); 
Steven Daniels, Fields of Vision (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993); Landscape and Power, ed. by W. J. 
T. Mitchell (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994); Gillian Rose, Feminism and Geography 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993); Phil Kinsman, ‘Landscape, Race and National Identity: The 
Photography of Ingrid Pollard’, Area 27(4) (1995), 300-310; Catherine Nash, ‘Reclaiming Vision: 
looking at landscape and the body’, Gender, Place and Culture 3(2) (1996), 149-169.  
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imaginaries. Cities have been a very important focus, with work addressing questions 
of urban politics through engagement with artistic practice and performance in city 
space, and the imaginative, sensuous and emotional geographies they can stimulate.17 
On a larger scale, work in political geography and geopolitics has begun to examine 
‘artistic interventions in global political space’, especially in the light of artists’ 
engagement with post-9/11 militarised and securitised spaces and landscapes.18 In 
general, geographical interest in the visual arts in recent years has been shaped by a 
commitment to questions of spatial politics, and this commitment has been expressed 
through increasingly varied and creative registers, notably with a turn to practice, 
performance and alternative forms of representation, at times arising from 
collaborative endeavours which might be termed ‘more-than-academic’. As Philip 
Crang suggests, ‘Cultural Geography is becoming involved in creative arts practice, 
rather than simply adopting a position of external commentary and critique’.19  
 
Recognition of this flourishing interest in art and art-making from within geography 
has lately inspired efforts to unpack areas of conceptual overlap. In a recent paper 
drawing on the work of art theorist Rosalind Krauss, Harriet Hawkins elaborates three 
intersections between the ‘expanding fields’ of art and geography, finding rich 
possibilities for geographers in engaging more deeply and critically with art, artistic 
practice and art scholarship.20 Hawkins emphasises the importance of ‘taking 
seriously art as a mode of critical exploration’, and picks out notions of the site and 
the body, as well as questions of materiality and practice, as key concerns in both art-
                                                
17 David Pinder, ‘Arts of urban exploration’, Cultural Geographies, 12 (2005), 383-411; Jill Fenton, 
‘Space, chance, time: walking backwards through the hours on the left and right banks of Paris’, 
Cultural Geographies, 12 (2005), 412-428; David Pinder, Visions of the city: utopianism, power and 
politics in twentieth-century urbanism (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005); Steve Pile, Real 
cities: modernity, space and the phantasmagorias of city life (London: Sage, 2005). 
18 Alan Ingram, ‘Making geopolitics otherwise: artistic interventions in global political space’, The 
Geographical Journal, 177(3) (2011), 218-222.  
19 Philip Crang, ‘Cultural geography: after a fashion’, Cultural Geographies 17(2) (2010), 191-201. For 
examples of ‘more-than-academic’ work in cultural geography, see Landing: eight collaborative 
projects between artists + geographers, ed. by Felix Driver, Catherine Nash, Kathy Prendergast and 
Ingrid Swenson (Royal Holloway, London, 2002); Kate Foster and Hayden Lorimer, ‘Cultural 
geographies in practice: Some reflections on art-geography as collaboration’, Cultural Geographies, 
14(3) (2007), 425-432; McLaren, ‘Bordering Art’. 
20 Harriet Hawkins, ‘Geography and art. An expanding field: Site, the body and practice’, Progress in 
Human Geography, Published online 18 April 2012, doi: 10.1177/0309132512442865. Krauss’ notion 
of the ‘expanded field’ sought to schematise the diverse media and practices that artists (especially 
sculptors) had begun to use during the 1960s, thereby identifying and mapping out new critical 
approaches to understanding the production and significance of art; see Rosalind Krauss, ‘Sculpture in 
the Expanded Field’, October 8 (1979), 30-44. I discuss this further in the following section. 
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making and geographical research. As she suggests elsewhere, much work remains to 
be done to explore how the embodied experiences and collaborative opportunities 
produced by ‘creative geographies’ can enrich our grasp of geographical themes.21  
 
Although geographers have productively brought artworks and artistic practice into 
dialogue with geographical concerns, they have arguably spent less time exploring the 
art worlds, institutions and discourses that frame and organise them. Work in closely 
related disciplines such as sociology and anthropology has shown the importance of 
studies of art and art worlds which see them as situated in – and co-constitutive of – 
particular social, cultural and economic contexts.22 Associated developments in 
geography have produced work on public art and its entanglement with urban politics 
and regeneration, which complements broader studies focusing on the social and 
economic geographies of the creative industries.23 Studies of particular art worlds, 
movements and institutions and their historical and cultural (in addition to political or 
economic) geographies have also been undertaken, including Andy Morris’ unusual 
account of the circum-Atlantic network of places that produced Abstract 
Expressionism, Simon Rycroft’s work on culture and counter-culture in 1960s 
London, and Hannah Neate’s recent study of the Midland Art Group and their 
Nottingham gallery at around the same time.24  
 
                                                
21 Hawkins, ‘Dialogues and Doings’, p. 465; see also Hawkins, ‘Geography and art’. 
22 Clifford Geertz, ‘Art as a Cultural System’, MLN 91(6) Comparative Literature (1976), 1473-1499; 
Howard Becker, Art Worlds (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1982); Pierre Bourdieu, The 
Field of Cultural Production: Essays on Art and Literature (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1993); Janet Wolff, The Social Production of Art (Second edition) (New York: New York University 
Press, 1993); Contesting Art: Art, Politics and Identity in the Modern World, ed. by Jeremy MacClancy 
(Oxford: Berg, 1997); Shyon Baumann, ‘A general theory of artistic legitimation: How art worlds are 
like social movements’, Poetics 35 (2007), 47-65; Julian Stallabrass, Art Incorporated: The Story of 
Contemporary Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
23 Tim Hall, ‘Artful Cities’, Geography Compass 1(6) (2007), 1376–1392; Richard Florida, Cities and 
the Creative Class (London: Routledge, 2005); Andy Pratt, ‘Creative Cities: the cultural industries and 
the creative class’, Geografiska Annaler: Series B, Human Geography 90 (2) (2008), 107-117; David 
C. Harvey, Harriet Hawkins and Nicola J. Thomas, ‘Thinking creative clusters beyond the city: People, 
places and networks’, Geoforum, 43 (2012), 529-539.  
24 Andy Morris, ‘The cultural geographies of Abstract Expressionism: painters, critics, dealers and the 
production of an Atlantic art’, Social and Cultural Geography, 6(3) (2005), 421-437; Simon Rycroft, 
Swinging City: A cultural geography of London 1950-1974 (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011); Hannah Neate, 
‘Provinciality and the art world: the Midland Group 1961-1977’, Social and Cultural Geography, 13(3) 
(2012), 275-294. Morris and Neate both draw on the concept of ‘art worlds’ developed by the 
sociologist Howard Becker, which focuses on the collaborative activities undertaken through networks 
and connections which coalesce around art and art-making. See Becker, Art Worlds.  
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Morris and Neate’s studies are both especially valuable to the present project for the 
attention they draw to key individuals, institutions and the networks they are 
embedded in, and the importance of attending to the ‘administrative and sociable 
practices’ that shape their activities.25 Drawing on some of the critical geographical 
approaches to space outlined at the beginning of this chapter, Morris considers the 
Atlantic as an unbounded space of flows of both material objects and ideas, arguing 
that Abstract Expressionism emerged from a complex ‘spatial framework which plays 
a constitutive, rather than purely connective, role’.26 For Neate, meanwhile, a focus on 
institutions and networks enables her to begin to explore the intersection of material 
and imaginative geographies in specific art worlds, a point also taken up in Aidan 
While’s earlier study of the emergence of Young British art (YBa) in London in the 
1990s. While emphasises the ‘difference place makes in mediating the production, 
distribution and consumption of art’, considering not only the ‘networks, associations 
and facilities’ available to artists working in London at that time, but also the ‘spatial 
imaginaries’ and notions of ‘Britishness’ that were mobilised as part of their ‘image 
and branding’.27 He notes the significance of London’s position as an international art 
centre, with the proliferation of galleries, critics and artists that this implies, but also 
the ‘scenography’ of the city’s East End, which, although it did not feature strongly in 
most of the works of YBa, nonetheless suffused the discourse surrounding it, and 
gave it a geographically specific identity.28 In short, geographical studies of this kind 
have begun to draw out connections between the material and the representational 
aspects of art worlds and the networks that constitute them, emphasising that while art 
may engage with geographical ideas in its content, it also has its own geographies, 
which are not free-floating and abstract, but which may be connected with particular 
sites, processes, practices and debates.29  
 
                                                
25 Neate, ‘Provinciality and the art world’, p. 276. 
26 Morris, ‘The cultural geographies of Abstract Expressionism’, p. 421. 
27 Aidan While, ‘Locating art worlds: London and the making of Young British art’, Area 35(3) (2003), 
251-263, p. 251, p. 252, and p. 259. 
28 While, ‘Locating art worlds’, p. 261.  
29 Similar points about the significance of the ‘mechanisms and methods’ through which art plays a role 
in making geographical knowledge, and the geographies of production and consumption of art and 
artistic practice, were explored in a project developed by Harriet Hawkins in association with the RGS-
IBG entitled ‘Art and Geographical Knowledges’, which included four paper sessions at the 2009 
Annual Conference, a website, an online exhibition and an artists’ book. See 
<http://www.rgs.org/NR/exeres/D32AA632-60D8-45B2-83BB-5FEE0BE196DA.htm> [accessed 3rd 
November 2012]. 
 29 
These studies provide valuable methodological and theoretical building blocks, yet 
they also raise a number of avenues for further development. The question of how 
particular imaginative geographies are produced and contested within art worlds 
deserves further attention, especially through empirical studies grounding this within 
specific debates and practices. Further, the kinds of geographical ideas that get 
mobilised within art worlds – not just imaginative geographies, but sensitivity to and 
contests over space and place more generally – may be productively connected with 
negotiations over issues including the categorisation, contextualisation and evaluation 
of art. This research takes up such questions, using the case of contemporary African 
art to show that art can not only engage with and create geographical knowledge, but 
this creation has its own geographies which deserve detailed consideration. 
 
  
Art and Geography 
 
If academic geographers (and others in the social sciences) have pursued an ongoing 
and increasingly imaginative and critical engagement with art, how have scholars of 
art approached questions of geography? Once again, there have been many productive 
discussions focusing on art works and artistic practice itself, especially looking at how 
contemporary artists have engaged with geographical themes. The emergence of site-
specific artistic practice in the 1960s was a turning point in the relationship between 
art and its spatial context; as they sought to question and move beyond the white-cube 
gallery system, artists highlighted the importance of art works’ physical surroundings 
(whether object-based or performed), and experimented with different institutional 
and non-institutional settings.30 In a move that is perhaps comparable with 
geography’s increasingly subtle engagement with questions of place, the very 
meaning of the term ‘site’ was brought into question, as artists located their work not 
only in particular physical locations, but also in process-based interactions, 
experiences and social relations, and/or in conceptually or discursively situated fields 
                                                
30 McLaren, ‘Bordering Art’. For a discussion of these developments in relation to sculpture and the 
genesis of land art, see Krauss, ‘Sculpture in the Expanded Field’. 
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of enquiry.31 Artists have since continued to address geographical themes in critical, 
imaginative and contradictory ways, creating art objects, performances and 
experiences that open up questions about belonging, borders, identity and how we 
know and think about space and place on scales from the micro to the macro.32  
 
Developments in artistic practice have occurred alongside shifts in curatorial practice 
and art scholarship, which have sought to engage critically with questions of site-
specificity and spatial politics. As I show throughout this project, questions of 
inclusion and exclusion, the relationship between the local and the global, and the 
scale and location of identity and belonging arise frequently in the context of 
contemporary African art, and such conversations may now be regarded a part of a 
growing debate within the international contemporary art world.33 In more concrete 
terms, in the current era of scattered biennales, art fairs and international residencies, 
and the hyper-mobile, jet-setting artists and curators attending them, critics note a 
greatly expanded notion of what constitutes the art world, but highlight the tensions 
over questions of location and context that hyper-mobility produces.34 As Carol 
Becker argues, the nomadism of much contemporary artistic and curatorial practice 
raises questions around exclusivity and responsibility in the art world, as it appears to 
operate on an increasingly rarefied and decontextualised plane; she only half-jokingly 
wonders, ‘[h]as the international art world become its own entity, its own nation, with 
its own citizenry and its own rules?’35 For Miwon Kwon, meanwhile, there is a danger 
that in such a ‘nation’, sites may seemingly become interchangeable if practice is 
simply repeated from place to place without any in-depth engagement with the 
                                                
31 Miwon Kwon, One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 2004).  
32 Well-known contemporary artists currently working with these themes in African contexts include 
Akinbode Akinbiyi, Romuald Hazoumè, Nastio Mosquito, Emeka Ogboh and Barthélémy Toguo. For 
some critical discussion of artists’ complex engagements with place, see Lucy Lippard, The Lure of the 
Local: Senses of Place in a Multicentred Society (New York: The New Press, 1997); Claire Bishop, 
Installation Art: A Critical History (New York: Routledge, 2005); Jane Rendell, Art and Architecture: 
A Place Between (London: I. B. Tauris, 2006). 
33 Indeed, as I discuss towards the end of this chapter, curators with expertise on contemporary African 
art (notably Okwui Enwezor) have played an important role in foregrounding these issues. 
34 A biennale is a ‘large-scale, international group exhibition that recurs every two to five years’; see 
Paul O’Neill, The Culture of Curating and the Curating of Culture (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 
2012), p. 52. See for instance Carol Becker, ‘The Second Johannesburg Biennale’, in her Surpassing 
the Spectacle: Global Transformations and the Changing Politics of Art (Oxford: Rowman and 
Littlefield, 2002a), pp. 101-115. First published in 1998 in Art Journal 57 (2), 87-107. 
35 Carol Becker, ‘The Romance of Nomadism’, in her Surpassing the Spectacle: Global 
Transformations and the Changing Politics of Art (Oxford: Rowman and Littlefield, 2002), pp. 117-
125, p. 118. 
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particularities of each location.36 Equally, the ‘lure of the local’ is, according to 
Kwon, to be treated with caution; here, the danger of emphasis on site-specificity is 
that it may act as a mask for essentialised views of place relying on romantic notions 
of ‘authenticity’.37 As Ilya Noé argues, then, there is a need to move towards ‘situated 
work that reassesses, troubles, and avoids romanticising either settler or nomad 
trajectories’.38 
 
Kwon’s answer to these problems is the concept of ‘relational specificity’, which 
foregrounds the mutually constitutive relationships between places; for Noé, the 
similar idea of ‘site-particularity’ provides a ‘long-term dynamic of to-and-fro within 
locational possibilities and limitations [that are] made and remade’.39 Kwon’s idea is a 
close conceptual neighbour of geographer Doreen Massey’s progressive notion of 
place; as discussed at the beginning of this chapter, this is an idea fundamental to 
contemporary human geography which sees places as produced by social relations 
linking them together, and as always in a process of becoming.40 Although Kwon 
does not draw on the work of geographers in her arguments, Massey’s ideas are 
drawn explicitly into curatorial theory and practice by Claire Doherty, as a way of 
rethinking engagement with the politics of place in the art world.41 As she says, ‘the 
promotion of place as both subject and site for international exhibitions runs the risk 
of subjugating art to a notion of place that is out of date’, and instead, curators and 
artists should attempt to intervene critically in spatial politics by developing practice 
that unsettles, questions and opens up spaces and places, rather than circumscribing or 
essentialising them.42 As my earlier discussion implied, cultural geography’s interest 
in spatial politics offers some creative ways of tackling this, and I discuss some 
relevant collaborative work between geographers and artists at the end of this part of 
the chapter. 
  
                                                
36 Kwon, One Place After Another.  
37 Kwon. One Place After Another. Here Kwon draws on and critiques Lippard, The Lure of the Local. 
38 Ilya Noé, ‘Site-Particular’, in Mapping landscapes for performance as research : scholarly acts and 
creative cartographies, ed. by Shannon Rose Riley and Lynette Hunter (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2009) pp. 149-150, p. 150. 
39 Kwon, One Place After Another, p. 166; Noé, ‘Site-Particular’, p. 150. 
40 Massey, ‘A Global Sense of Place’; Crang, ‘Local-global’. 
41 This strategy is also apparent in Jane Rendell, Art and Architecture. 
42 Claire Doherty, ‘Curating Wrong Places… Or Where Have All The Penguins Gone?’, in Curating 
Subjects, ed. by Paul O’Neill (London: Open Editions, 2006), pp. 100-108, p. 103.  
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If such debates within art discourse are on the whole not explicitly geographical, the 
growing prevalence of consciously geographical themes in the contemporary art 
world in recent years – in artistic practice itself, but also in how it is presented and 
discussed – is illustrated by the large number of exhibitions and art-related projects 
referring to ‘geographies’, as well as using other geographical language and 
metaphors, in their titles and descriptions. During the course of this research, in 
London alone, exhibitions entitled Whose Map Is It?, The Creative Compass, 
Contested Terrains and Migrations (all featuring work by contemporary artists from 
Africa) have appeared, alongside a number of ‘geographical’ talks and events 
including a public conversation I was invited to lead at Watermans art centre with 
Nigerian artist collective One-Room Shack, entitled ‘New media geographies / space, 
architecture and technology’.43 Another particularly good example is the 2003 
exhibition Fault Lines: Contemporary African Art and Shifting Landscapes and its 
accompanying publication.44 Much of this material reveals interest from within the art 
world in the idea of geography, and demonstrates conclusively the value of research 
seeing art works, the art world and the discourses surrounding them as an arena in 
which geographical themes are invoked and negotiated.  
 
From the point of view of critical academic geography, however, the use of 
‘geographical’ concepts in the art world and among art scholars is often arguably 
relatively unsophisticated. For example, the authors in Fault Lines make frequent 
reference to notions of ‘geology’, ‘fracture’, ‘terrain’, ‘space’ and ‘journeys’ 
throughout the volume, but these serve mainly as evocative expressions of 
experiences of disorientation, dislocation or rupture, rather than as analytic or critical 
tools.45 Moreover, there is a tendency to position contemporary art as a corrective to 
what is seen as geography’s conservatism and inflexibility; thus, for Stuart Hall, 
                                                
43 ‘Whose Map Is It? New Mapping by Artists’, Iniva, 2nd June – 24th July 2010; ‘The Creative 
Compass’, Royal Geographical Society, 6th May – 10th August 2010; ‘Contested Terrains’, Tate 
Modern, 29th  July – 16th  October 2011; ‘Migrations: Journeys into British Art’, Tate Britain, 31st 
January – 12th August 2012; ‘New Media Geographies’, conversation with One-Room Shack at 
Watermans, 25th February 2012; see also Evelyn Owen, ‘One-Room Shack Collective in conversation 
with Evelyn Owen’, Leonardo Electronic Almanac (Touch and Go), 18(3) (2012), 46-51. Other events 
that could be mentioned in this regard are ‘Geographies of Difference’, a talk by Doreen Massey at 
Tate Britain as part of the series ‘The Status of Difference’, 4th November 2009; and an event series at 
Tate Modern called ‘Topology’, Saturday 5 November 2011 – Saturday 16 June 2012. 
44 Fault Lines: Contemporary African Art and Shifting Landscapes, ed. by Gilane Tawadros and Sarah 
Campbell (London: Institute of International Visual Arts (inIVA), 2003). 
45 Tawadros and Campbell, Fault Lines. 
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writing in the same volume, ‘geography’ may be seen as ‘a settled signifying system, 
placing people and identities in relation to place and territory’, which can be 
challenged by the work of contemporary artists.46 Hall’s view is echoed by Andrew 
Quick, who sees ‘place’ as a fixed position which can be disrupted by artistic practice, 
in this case performance and live art.47 Such perspectives not only fail to engage with 
the subtle work of contemporary art scholars such as Doherty and Kwon; they also 
miss contributions made by human geography in general, and cultural geography in 
particular, to understandings of the mutability and complexity of space and place, and 
their intersection with art and culture. With some notable exceptions, therefore, 
geography’s potential to illuminate contemporary artistic practice has arguably been 
underestimated within the art world.48 
 
The root of some of these issues can perhaps be found in one of the most direct 
engagements with ‘geography’ from within the art world, Terra Infirma: Geography’s 
Visual Culture by Irit Rogoff, which is Hall’s inspiration in his comments above. For 
Rogoff, ‘geography’ is ‘at one and the same time a concept, a sign system and an 
order of knowledge established at the centers of power’; moreover, in today’s context 
of migratory, fragmented and contradictory belongings, geography has become a ‘sign 
system in crisis’.49 For her, the loss of the ‘navigational principles’ by which we used 
to understand and order the world necessitates a ‘shift from a moralizing discourse of 
geography and location […] to a contingent ethics of geographical emplacement’.50 
Drawing on work by Henri Lefebvre and others, Rogoff reminds us that space (and its 
organisation into ‘geography’) is not static, but is produced, and inherently social, and 
as such, is ripe for critique. To this end, she engages with contemporary art as an 
‘interlocutor’ in a conversation unravelling ‘geography’ as an ‘epistemic structure’ at 
the level of identity and culture, and ‘visual culture’ as ‘the arena in which it 
                                                
46 Stuart Hall, ‘Maps of Emergency: Fault Lines and Tectonic Plates’, in Fault Lines: Contemporary 
African Art and Shifting Landscapes, ed. by Gilane Tawadros and Sarah Campbell (London: Institute 
of International Visual Arts (inIVA), 2003), pp. 31-41.  
47 Andrew Quick, ‘Taking Place: Encountering the Live’, in Live: Art and Performance, ed. by Adrian 
Heathfield (New York: Routledge, 2004), pp. 92-99. 
48 A similar point was recently made by Harriet Hawkins, when she noted that research from art 
theorists ‘remains dogged by a sense of site as a static and critically pre-emptive object of inquiry, 
often casting the art as revelatory with respect to hidden mechanisms or assumptions about those sites’. 
See Hawkins, ‘Geography and art’, p. 7-8. 
49 Irit Rogoff, Terra Infirma: Geography’s Visual Culture (London: Routledge, 2000), p. 20 and p. 8. 
50 Rogoff, Terra Infirma, p. 3.  
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circulates’.51 She pursues this argument through a series of geographical sign systems 
– luggage, mapping, borders and bodies – giving examples of the ways in which 
contemporary art and artists are reinterpreting and repositioning these signs.  
 
Rogoff assures the reader that the book is ‘certainly not a study in cultural 
geography’, and argues that ‘as an active critical rather than a disciplinary entity’, her 
version of ‘geography’ – and especially her concept of ‘unhomed geographies’ – can 
open up the project of ‘redefining issues of location away from concrete coercions of 
belonging and not belonging determined by the state’.52 Yet as she notes only in 
passing, at the time of her book’s publication, around three decades of research in 
human geography had shown it to be both an ‘active’ and ‘critical’ discipline, and to 
be making precisely the kinds of points that she is interested in pursuing. The 
different scales and locations of belonging, the contested and fluid nature of 
boundaries and the negotiation of spatial imaginaries are concerns at the very heart of 
cultural geography.  
 
While the lack of a clear distinction between the academic discipline and a more 
popular view of ‘geography’ is certainly part of the problem, Rogoff’s view of 
geography (of either sort) is characteristic of the art world’s tendency to embrace and 
re-appropriate its lexicon, while arguably underestimating its potential conceptual 
contributions. She herself acknowledges this tendency, citing Neil Smith and Cindi 
Katz’s worry about the prevalence of spatial metaphors in the humanities, and the fact 
that there has been ‘little attempt to examine the different implications of material and 
metaphorical space’.53 As Rogoff also notes, much work remains to be done in the 
arena of geography to mediate ‘between the concrete and material and the psychic 
conditions and metaphorical articulations of relations between subjects, places and 
spaces’.54 In this research, I hope to show that cultural geography may be more 
insightful and relevant to questions about art and art worlds than some might think, 
especially when it comes to exploring the links between material and metaphorical 
geographies in the art world. 
                                                
51 Rogoff, Terra Infirma, p. 10-11.  
52 Rogoff, Terra Infirma, p. 1 and p. 4, my emphasis. 
53 Neil Smith and Cindi Katz, ‘Grounding Metaphor – Towards a Spatialized Politics’, in Place and the 
Politics of Identity, ed. by Michael Keith and Steve Pile (London: Routledge, 1993), pp. 67-83. 
54 Rogoff, Terra Infirma, p. 16. 
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Global art histories 
 
The discussion so far has highlighted the complexities of site-specificity and the 
‘burden of location’ in the relationship between art and geography, and in this section 
I argue that similar conceptual issues are also present on a rather more expansive scale 
in debates around global art histories. One of the main questions I explore in this 
thesis is geographical categorisation in the art world, and although this topic deserves 
interest from cultural geographers, it lies largely unacknowledged at the heart of 
discussions about the wider material and imaginative organisation of art worlds. 
Perhaps thanks to their heightened awareness of spatially-patterned inequity and their 
frequently political outlook, scholars of African art have begun to address the 
naturalisation of geographical knowledges at different scales in the art world, and I 
examine these ideas in some depth throughout this project. For reasons that I explore 
later, however, this contribution has arguably been somewhat neglected in the wider 
scholarly debate. Instead, work by some art historians is beginning to think about how 
the art world and art scholarship operate in relation to geography, not necessarily with 
reference to specific places or regions such as Africa, but taking an increasingly 
worldwide perspective, and recognising that the world is becoming ever more 
interconnected. As the previous two sections have shown, there has been some 
significant discussion about the spatialities of art and art worlds, but how does this 
play out in art worlds on a global scale? 
 
Within disciplines such as art history and visual and critical studies, at a very basic 
level, the notion that art and art worlds have ‘geographies’ has been used to refer 
simply to the fact that art is produced in different places. From this perspective, 
‘geography’ forms an organisational principle enabling compartmentalisation and 
analysis of unwieldy universal human phenomena; thus, a publication like John 
Onians’ Atlas of World Art arguably ‘fuses the history and geography of art’ by 
articulating a ‘global perspective’ on art-making as a common human habit across 
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time and space.55 The geographical angle operates here primarily as a locating and 
contextualising device (as per Irit Rogoff’s critique), feeding into Onians’ wider 
project to develop what he calls ‘world art studies’ – that is, a multidisciplinary field 
considering visual art worldwide from a range of perspectives including neuroscience, 
anthropology and philosophy.56 The exception is political approaches, which Onians 
views as ‘dreadfully limited’ as they risk pitting one faction of humanity against 
another (for instance, Eurocentric superiority versus postcolonial resistance) and tend 
to involve moral judgements which are always relative.57 For him, the answer is to 
‘adopt a more biological approach that simply says there is this animal, homo sapiens 
sapiens, that has all these habits. […] [O]ne of the things homo sapiens does is to 
make art. This is neither good nor bad but is very interesting’.58  
 
In some ways, world art studies of the type advocated by Onians act as a useful 
corrective to the kinds of geographically and politically narrow approaches that have 
characterised art scholarship for much of its history. However, in its rejection of 
cultural politics, it arguably offers little in the way of critical purchase on the 
materially and conceptually dynamic relationships between places, appealing to 
concepts such as ‘intercultural comparison’ and ‘interculturalization’ which rely on a 
politically neutered and curiously bounded sense of place even as they attempt to 
transcend it.59 It also relies on an understanding of ‘art’ which is so wide-ranging as to 
seem incompatible with most discussion within the art academy, and its radically 
multidisciplinary approach has raised doubts from art historians, especially regarding 
its inclusion of scientific fields and tendency to replace ‘talk about value, context and 
interest with talk about optimal response, conditioned behaviour, and evolutionary 
                                                
55 Marion Arnold, ‘Art History and Geography: A New Global Perspective’, The Art Book, 12(1) 
(2005), 13-14. See also John Onians, Atlas of World Art (London: Laurence King Publishing, 2004). 
56 John Onians, ‘World Art Studies and the Need for a New Natural History of Art’, Art Bulletin 78 
(1996), 206-209.  
57 John Onians, quoted in Arnold, ‘Art History and Geography’, p. 13. 
58 John Onians, quoted in Arnold, ‘Art History and Geography’, p. 13. See also John Onians, ‘A Brief 
Natural History of Art’, in Compression vs. Expansion: Contianing and Explaining the World’s Art, ed. 
by John Onians (Williamstown, Massachusetts: Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, 2006), pp. 
235-249. 
59 Wilfried van Damme, ‘Introducing World Art Studies’, in World Art Studies: Exploring Concepts 
and Approaches, ed. by Kitty Zijlmans and Wilfried van Damme (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2008), pp. 23-61. 
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advantage’.60 As art historian Jim Elkins continues, ‘some scientific explanations 
might be at one and the same time largely or wholly correct, and largely or wholly 
beside the point’.61 
 
Beyond Onians’ worldwide mapping approach, the extent to which ‘art’ is a culturally 
specific concept has arguably been a matter for debate since at least the early 
twentieth-century, when, as I discuss in more detail in part two of this chapter, objects 
from non-Western cultures began to appear in large quantities in museums and 
galleries in artistic centres such as Paris and New York.62 However, the issue arguably 
did not really attract critical academic interest until the 1980s, when work in 
anthropology and postcolonial studies facilitated debates around a series of 
exhibitions – notably including Primitivism in 20th Century Art (New York, 1984), 
Magiciens de la Terre (Paris, 1989) and The Other Story: Afro-Asian Artists in Post-
war Britain (London, 1990) – highlighting questions of cultural stereotypes, exoticism 
and the politics of display.63 But even taking into account conversations around these 
exhibitions and their implications, acknowledgement of such issues has been slow to 
take root among many mainstream art historians and other art world participants, 
perhaps especially among those working with contemporary art. As Jim Elkins 
observes, debates about the ‘history of art history’s awareness of its geographic 
spread’ are in their infancy.64 
 
                                                
60 James Elkins, ‘Can we invent a World Art Studies?’, in World Art Studies: Exploring Concepts and 
Approaches, ed. by Kitty Zijlmans and Wilfried van Damme (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2008), pp. 107-118, 
p. 112. 
61 Elkins, ‘Can we invent a World Art Studies?’, p. 112. 
62 Earlier (nineteenth-century) surveys of art from non-European cultures do exist, especially in 
German, but the extent to which they engage with the concept of ‘art’ as a culturally-specific 
phenomenon is debatable. See Ulrich Pfisterer, ‘Origins and principles of World Art History: 1900 
(and 2000)’, in World Art Studies: Exploring Concepts and Approaches, ed. by Kitty Zijlmans and 
Wilfried van Damme (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2008), pp. 69-89; see also Annie E. Coombes, Reinventing 
Africa: Museums, Material Culture and Popular Imagination in Late Victorian and Edwardian 
England (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1994). 
63 Kitty Zijlmans and Wilfried van Damme, ‘World Art Studies’, to be published in Art History and 
Visual Studies in Europe: A Critical Guide, ed. by Matthew Rampley with Charlotte Schoell-Glass, 
Andrea Pinotti, Kitty Zijlmans, Hubert Locher and Thierry Lenain (Leiden: Brill, forthcoming), 
available at <http://media.leidenuniv.nl/legacy/2010-k-zijlmans-w-v-damme-world-art-studies-
esfbook.pdf> [accessed 30th July 2012]. I discuss these and other exhibitions in more detail later in this 
chapter.  
64 James Elkins, ‘Art History as a Global Discipline’, in his Is Art History Global? (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2007), pp. 3-23, p. 4. 
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By way of explanation, Elkins emphasises beliefs about the nature of the visual, 
suggesting that ‘[t]he very idea that there might be limits to understanding across 
cultural practices is taken for granted in the humanities, but I think not as much in the 
contemporary art world, where it seems to be an article of faith that because the work 
is visual, it has the capacity to communicate immediately, without the barriers we 
associate with literary or linguistic translations’.65 Leon Wainwright, by contrast, 
emphasises the ‘role of global differencing within art history’, which, in a competitive 
and ‘progressive’ academic environment, positions some geographical regions (and 
scholarship about them) as ‘lagging behind’ in comparison to others.66 Indeed, 
Wainwright suggests that for art historians who specialise in so-called ‘marginal’ 
areas, their specialism can preclude recognition by and participation in the 
mainstream debates of art history.67 This may go some way to explaining the 
comparative isolation of debates within the field of contemporary African art from the 
broader field, although, as I show later, this is beginning to change. 
 
Some recent art historical research is beginning to tackle this problem, through work 
showing that studies of so-called ‘marginal’ areas and their complex relationships 
with the ‘mainstream’ may in fact be the key to reassessing how art histories are 
constructed on a global scale; indeed, thinking back to the beginning of this chapter, 
we can begin to see resonances here with critical geographical perspectives on space 
and place that see them as produced through their interconnections.68 Yet on the 
whole, research starting from areas perceived as ‘peripheral’ has struggled to 
influence the wider scope of art historical research; instead, ongoing conversations 
within some parts of the discipline are attempting to devise conceptual frameworks 
for understanding international art in a more overarching sense. Lengthy debates 
hinging on the use of Western languages and ideas and their limited suitability when it 
comes to interpreting and evaluating art from other cultures, and the possibilities and 
limitations of translation, or the ‘borrowing’ of local terms and concepts (which still 
ultimately involves translation somewhere along the line), bear witness to the pressing 
                                                
65 Art and Globalization, ed. by James Elkins, Zhivka Valiavicharska, and Alice Kim (University Park, 
Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010), p. 33. 
66 Leon Wainwright, ‘On being unique: world art and its British institutions’, Visual Culture in Britain 
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need to expand or even explode the discursive frame for discussing art around the 
world, and the incredible difficulty of doing so. 
 
A range of approaches have emerged, turning variously to classical Greek and Latin 
and indigenous languages in their search for appropriate terminologies.69 Many 
scholars judiciously draw on both approaches, a tactic which has its own problems, 
since ‘any practice that mixes discourses has to assume that concepts can safely be 
excerpted from traditions that might well be inherently, deeply immiscible’.70 Of the 
various perspectives in circulation, ‘global art history’ is perhaps the most interesting 
for geographers, as it begins to tackle the process of globalisation and the politics of 
the internationalisation of the art world.71 In particular, it considers how such 
processes have transformed the contexts of contemporary art production and 
circulation, as evidenced by phenomena including the growth of the international art 
market and the biennale circuit. The exact nature of these transformations is under 
enquiry; as Charlotte Bydler suggests, it is unclear whether they have resulted in the 
homogenisation or pluralisation of the art world, the contraction or expansion of its 
scope, and broader or narrower participation.72 What is clear is that contemporary 
Western art practices and discourses have increasingly come into conversation with 
those from elsewhere (and vice versa), producing what may be called ‘global art’ or 
‘international art’ on a worldwide scale.73 Artists working in non-Western contexts 
have forged creative dialogues with artistic developments in the West and blur the 
distinctions between the two, posing the problem not only of translation, but of 
imitation, reinterpretation, and hybridity.  
 
Zhivka Valiavicharska notes that there has been a gap between critical discourses on 
globalisation and discourses on art and art history, which is only now beginning to be 
                                                
69 For the former, see David Summers, Real Spaces: World art history and the rise of Western 
modernism (London: Phaidon, 2003); discussion of the latter can be found in James Elkins, ‘Can we 
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filled.74 One reason for this is perhaps to be found in Leon Wainwright’s argument 
about the ambiguous nature of discussions of difference in art history, where he 
suggests that ‘ambiguity is useful for the mediation of difference in a hegemonic art 
history, even as art historians seem increasingly keen to debate the global relevance of 
the discipline and its global future’.75 Jim Elkins makes a similar point when he 
suggests that due to growing awareness of the problems of speaking, translating and 
locating, and a resultant hesitation or anxiety when attempting to do so, a degree of 
‘coyness’ often slips into art writing about art from ‘elsewhere’.76 This coyness may 
be identified by an implied awareness of the potential pitfalls of the subject area, yet a 
refusal to directly address these. In contrast to Onians’ approach, it is not that the 
political is rejected, but rather that it is seen as uncomfortable and irresolvable, and 
therefore struggles to be crisply articulated. Art writing in this idiom often skates over 
such geographically-pertinent issues as the importance of place, yet also strategically 
invokes them in order to create particular impressions of the work and the artist (as 
mentioned earlier in the discussion of Fault Lines, for instance). Once again, the 
special nature of ‘the visual’ may be invoked; as Elkins explains, ‘[t]he art world 
needs signifiers of the local and national, but it is also coy about those same signifiers. 
The notion would be that visual art can somehow express cultures, places, 
nationalities and communities, but that because it is visual those cultures, places, 
nationalities and communities do not need to be articulated. It’s an enabling 
obfuscation, I think, and it permits some contemporary art to seem international, to 
seem to be about differences’.77  
 
African photography is an excellent example of an art form and surrounding discourse 
which currently demonstrates some of these issues; it ‘succeeds at the moment 
                                                
74 Zhivka Valiavicharska, ‘Second Introduction’, in Art and Globalization, ed. by James Elkins, Zhivka 
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because it bears the marks of its African-ness’ and is presented and discussed in such 
a way that it appeals to the market, yet is not overly precise.78 As Fredric Jameson 
asserts, in what could be regarded as a direct rebuttal of Onians’ approach, ‘one wants 
to avoid culturalism. We don’t want to hear what’s culturally unique about the 
Japanese, or the Bengalis, or any group. That is really a dead end’.79 However, while 
the art world may rightly be queasy about this kind of ‘culturalism’, culturally-
specific markers are essential, albeit in highly structured, politically compliant or 
stereotypical forms. Thus, for Shigemi Inaga, ‘[c]ultural heterogeneity must be 
represented; otherwise there is a flattened global market. But the heterogeneity must 
be an acceptable one, and if it is accepted, then it will fit with a conception of 
heterogeneity that is already presupposed at a meta-level. The acceptable 
heterogeneity implicitly presupposes admissible homogeneity. In contrast, an 
unacceptable heterogeneity is by definition discarded out of the playing ground’.80 
Artists must indicate or perform their ‘differences’, but only in ways which are 
‘acceptable’, and this situation has been largely talked around, rather than about.  
 
Inaga’s argument points to the problem of what Leon Wainwright refers to as the 
‘commodity of difference’, where demands for ‘inclusion’ and ‘diversity’ have in fact 
positioned art by ‘minority’ or ‘ethnic’ artists as a kind of signifier of difference, 
emptied of all criticality.81 Moreover, enthusiasm for the theme of globalisation 
without the critical lexicon and conceptual ammunition to go with it risks simply 
‘commoditizing difference’ without any real thought about what this means for the 
structure of art history as a discipline.82 The geographical perspectives outlined at the 
beginning of this chapter are especially attuned to these kinds of issues, and could 
usefully be brought into dialogue with such debates. As I discuss later in this chapter, 
work produced by scholars focusing on contemporary African art shows that such 
questions have also been debated at length within the field of African art, and this 
work has important contributions to make to the wider conversation. In this research, I 
aim to contribute to these debates by examining how artists and curators negotiate 
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these kinds of ‘enabling obfuscations’ through a focus on their professional activities 
and interactions. 
 
 
Connecting art and geography: some reflections 
 
As the preceding discussion has shown, geographers have shown significant interest 
in some aspects of art and the art world, but have yet to fully explore the possibilities 
of a geographical perspective with regard to the sites, imaginations and negotiations 
shaping them. Meanwhile, there is growing interest in geographical ideas within the 
contemporary art world but arguably inadequate criticality in their application, as well 
as a lack of common understanding of terms across disciplines. Research on art and 
art worlds across disciplinary boundaries may thus appear to be united by assumedly 
common philosophical understandings of what terms such as ‘space’, ‘mapping’, 
‘topography’ and ‘geography’ mean; however, a common lingua franca, especially 
one plagued by internal contradictions and uncertainties, can imply that the 
conversation is much more coherent than it actually is.83  
 
If geographers, artists and scholars of art do not always communicate successfully, 
then developing meaningful collaborative work may present an even greater 
challenge. As curator Ingrid Swenson remarks regarding her work on the eight 
collaborative projects included in Visualising Geography and its exhibition, Landing, 
‘true collaboration may […] imply a real, intellectual understanding of the other’s 
practice – and this is significantly distinct from one practice (usually creative) simply 
appropriating the language or illustrating the idea of another (usually academic)’.84 
Art-geography collaborations have at times arguably paid insufficient attention to the 
tricky business of interdisciplinary work. Artist Kate Foster and geographer Hayden 
Lorimer recently suggested that while ‘artists and geographers now gather at seminars 
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and symposia and enthuse about affinities and overlaps’, ‘[s]eldom is time spent 
charting opposite edges or defining areas of significant difference’.85 Increasingly, 
however, those involved in such projects do offer thoughtful accounts of their 
positions and movements in between geography and art, creativity and scholarship.86  
 
Although I do not employ an explicitly collaborative approach in this research, as I 
discuss in chapter three, aspects of my methodology depend on my practical 
engagement, as a geographer, with the art world that is my object of study. I aim to 
contribute to the debates outlined above by exploring how critical approaches drawn 
from geography, especially concerning imaginative geographies and ways of 
understanding how place is constructed and negotiated, can offer insights into the 
ways that art worlds work. Specifically, I turn to contemporary African art as a field 
in which the art/geography relationship can be traced and critiqued in new ways 
through a focus on the geographies of the art world itself, both in terms of how Africa 
and African-ness are understood, and in terms of how this relates to wider 
conceptualisations of notions such as the global and the international. For the 
remainder of this chapter, then, I introduce some of the debates framing contemporary 
African art, with particular reference to the imaginative geographies and 
categorisations it produces (and that produce it), and the ways in which art world 
professionals negotiate among themselves as to what it might signify. I develop these 
themes through a focus on contemporary African art and its position within the 
international contemporary art world, but first, I turn explicitly to the ‘idea of Africa’. 
 
 
The idea of Africa 
 
The term ‘African art’ raises some immediate questions: is it possible to meaningfully 
incorporate the work of artists from distant and distinct countries and cultures into one 
overarching category that is simply ‘African’? Does art produced by people of 
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African origin living in diaspora count? What about art produced by Africans who are 
not black? Does ‘Africa’ mean ‘Sub-Saharan’, or does it also include North Africa 
and Egypt?87 If ‘Africa’ itself is an unstable concept, where does this leave African 
art? As subsequent chapters reveal, such questions lie at the heart of conversations 
between artists, curators and others working with contemporary African art, about 
how art from the continent should be understood and presented. In this section, I 
critically examine the idea of ‘Africa’ as an imaginative geography and historical 
construct that has been produced, deployed and contested in different ways, as a 
prelude to the more detailed discussion of these problems in the following chapters. 
 
From the earliest contact between Europeans and Africans, each side produced images 
and ideas about the other as part of two-way encounters which simultaneously shaped 
their own projects of self-identification. Just as Europeans formed ideas about 
Africans, Africans produced representations of Europeans, particularly in the form of 
visual art such as ivory carvings and bronze plaques.88 Moreover, as I later discuss, 
during the course of the last century, African ideas about the idea of Africa have 
begun to take centre-stage in debates over what ‘Africa’ means, or should mean, even 
while the extent to which they can articulate themselves beyond the constraints of 
Eurocentric discourses remains debatable. The very distinction between ‘African’ 
ideas and ideas from ‘outside’ is also in many ways increasingly unclear, as will 
become apparent when considering the interconnections between scholars, critics and 
artists with complex and multiple attachments to various places and identities. 
Nevertheless, in a reflection of the historical dominance of European academic 
thought, and its entanglement in the projects of colonialism, European ideas about 
Africa and Africans have until recently taken precedence over African ideas, whether 
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about Europe or about themselves; in Valentin Mudimbe's evocative turn of phrase, 
Europe ‘submitted the world to its memory’.89 
 
Africa has always produced contradictory images in European societies, resulting in 
both positive and negative representations that often exist side by side.90 As the 
literary critic Christopher Miller argues, Africa has functioned as a ‘blank’ space, a 
receptacle that is filled with fantasies and fears from the European imagination.91 The 
extent to which these imaginations were mostly 'positive' or 'negative' at different 
times is perhaps less important than the idea that together, both kinds of 
representations acted as two sides of the same process, generating an ‘idea of Africa’ 
that was a ‘product of the West and was conceived and conveyed through conflicting 
systems of knowledge’.92 Equally, as Edward Said explains in another context in his 
seminal account of ‘Orientalism’ – which has been a foundational idea in cultural 
geography, and which I use as a point of departure in my approach to what might be 
called ‘Africanism’93 – it is not the correspondence (or lack thereof) between the 
Western view of Africa and Africa’s ‘reality’ that is of principal concern, but rather, 
the ‘internal consistency’94 of discourses about Africa which, despite their apparent 
contradictions, have functioned to produce Africa as a ‘paradigm of difference’.95  
 
It is useful to briefly consider how Western ideas about Africa and Africans have 
changed over time, as background for the more art-focused discussion that follows, 
but also as a reminder of the problematic status of ‘Africa’ as a defining label, 
category or location, whether historically or today. As Garth Myers points out, if 
Africans themselves did not on the whole view ‘Africa’ as a coherent entity until the 
nineteenth century, the history of the term in the West is little firmer, not simply in 
terms of Western attitudes towards the continent and its inhabitants, but also in terms 
of understandings of its very location and size.96 The Greeks and Romans used the 
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term ‘Africa’ to refer to the northern parts of the continent with which they were 
familiar, but referred to the rest of landmass as ‘Ethiopia’, a name which only fell out 
of use (in this broad sense) much later on. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, 
‘Ethiopians’ were viewed by Europeans as potential political allies in the battle 
against the spread of Islam, and the relationship between Europe and ‘Ethiopia’ 
continued to develop and prosper up until the seventeenth century.97 Thus, from the 
twelfth to the seventeenth centuries, while it was in some cases seen as ‘monstrous’, 
the continent we know today as Africa often had a positive image for Europeans, and 
Africans were seen as ‘noble’ people living in harmony with nature. Meanwhile, Arab 
and Chinese explorers and writers visited Africa and reported back on their travels, 
and seafarers from African empires in both West and East Africa made extensive 
forays into territories beyond the continent.98  
 
Despite the early history of positive contacts with Europeans, Mudimbe argues that 
from the late fifteenth century, when explorers’ reports of newly discovered ‘savages’ 
began to arrive back in Europe, the ‘seeds of prejudice’ were sown.99 From the late 
eighteenth century onwards, these blossomed into the new ‘‘science’ of difference: 
anthropology’, and negative stereotypes of Africans, and notions such as ‘savagery’ 
and ‘primitiveness’, began to predominate.100 Jean Comaroff and John Comaroff 
connect these representations with the emergence and later decline of the slave trade, 
demonstrating that Africa and Africans were debased both by abolitionists – who 
argued for the need to civilise Africans by converting them to Christianity – and by 
those who supported slavery as the only way to save Africans from their inherently 
‘savage’ nature.101  
 
The late nineteenth century saw the peak of European colonial ambitions in Africa, 
and unsurprisingly resulted in overwhelmingly negative images of Africans, as an 
attempt to justify continued European expansion: ‘Africa became an indispensable 
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term, a negative trope, in the language of modernity; it provided a rhetorical ground 
on which a new sense of heroic history could be acted out’.102 The idea of Africa as 
the ‘dark continent’ emerged at this time, initially in the writings of the explorer 
Henry M. Stanley but later in the accounts written by an array of other explorers, 
missionaries and travellers with commercial interests, and was further disseminated to 
increasingly literate populations through the work of novelists, most famously Joseph 
Conrad.103 Much of West Africa, and in particular Sierra Leone, was seen as the 
‘white man’s grave’ – a ‘quintessentially dystopian reference point in British 
geographical imaginations’.104 In short, ‘Africa’ represents not only a continental 
landmass but a complex of shifting imaginative geographies, the parameters of which 
deserve attention in any attempts to understand fields of activity – artistic or otherwise 
– taking ‘Africa’ as their starting point. 
 
To what extent have the de-bunking of pseudo-scientific racism, struggles for 
independence, the emergence of African nationalism and the ‘postcolonial’ period 
brought about changes to predominantly negative representations of Africa? For Lucy 
Jarosz, in many ways there has been little change; she suggests that the vision of the 
‘dark continent’ has persisted throughout the twentieth century, being repeated 
through its incorporation into new discourses about development in the 1950s and 
1960s, and in representations of the AIDS epidemic in Africa since the 1980s.105 Her 
argument highlights the ‘power of discourse as a particular sort of “violence” 
perpetrated through this particular geographic representation’, which, in her view, 
obscures subtler interpretations of social, cultural and economic processes developing 
within and beyond Africa in favour of simplistic distortions that legitimise continuing 
inequalities.106 Others note the development discourses and policies which re-
inscribed pre-independence patterns of power and inequality in new ways, or the one-
dimensional and uninformed representations of Africa characteristic of much 
contemporary Western popular culture, which still tend to invoke imperialist 
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nostalgia, gung-ho interventionism or hand-wringing guilt.107 These perspectives have 
affinities with many discussions within postcolonial studies, which point out that we 
should not assume that the ‘postcolonial’ period marks a clean break with the past, 
and that there are multiple and continuing forms of what are sometimes referred to as 
‘neo-colonial’ discourses and practices.108 
 
Equally, though, if ‘postcolonialism is distinguished not by a clean leap into another 
discourse, but by its critical re-accentuation of colonial and anti-colonial languages’, 
it is important to recognise the forms of discursive resistance and recuperation, and 
the agency of colonised peoples, that characterise(d) the (anti-)colonial (and 
postcolonial) moment.109 Thus, for Clive Barnett, instead of over-emphasising 
European or Western projections that claimed to know (and thereby produced) the 
‘other’, we should stress the ‘confrontation between different knowledge systems as 
the constitutive event in the production of colonial representations’.110 The African 
example, in particular, reveals the ‘interruptions and disappointments suffered by 
teleological imperial designs’, as Africans – especially local ‘informants’ – 
participated in knowledge production about Africa, albeit on severely restricted 
terms.111 This is not to say that they necessarily managed to divert ideas of the ‘dark 
continent’ onto a more positive path, but rather to disrupt overarching accounts of 
European/Western projections, and to acknowledge that such representations were co-
produced by colonisers and colonised under unequal relations of power. 
 
In addition to the ‘hidden’ role of unruly colonised subjects, however, some Africans, 
and especially Western-educated intellectuals of African descent, played a much more 
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prominent and empowered role in the development of representations of Africa that 
began to challenge the negative visions characteristic of eighteenth and nineteenth-
century European thought. Key early figures included the anti-slave trade campaigner 
and writer Olaudah Equiano, and African Americans like Alexander Crummell, 
Martin Delany and Edward W. Blyden. ‘[A]ble to perceive Africa because of their 
very removal from it’, these individuals laid the foundations for what would become 
known as pan-Africanism, a political movement that initially emphasised the unity of 
African people in terms of racial solidarity.112 Although the extent to which current 
practitioners (creative and academic) necessarily engage with such histories is a moot 
point, the construction, co-production and negotiation of imaginative geographies of 
Africa by differently-positioned individuals and institutions is a recurring theme in the 
field of contemporary African art. As I show in subsequent chapters, by directly or 
indirectly articulating responses to this theme, some artists and curators seek to 
disrupt redirect and challenge existing (and often stereotypical) perceptions about the 
continent, and develop new modes of self-representation; in some ways, their 
activities may thus be usefully located within this longer history of intervention and 
struggle. 
 
As Kwame Anthony Appiah observes, the belief of Crummell and others in the racial 
solidarity of African people has been challenged by advances in scientific 
understandings of ‘race’.113 But even while these original foundations of pan-
Africanism have been discredited, it remains a powerful idea, and the extent to which 
racial understandings of African unity continue to influence twentieth-century debates 
is contentious. On the one hand, it could be argued that in the post-war period, racial 
categorisations declined and were replaced with a more political approach, shaped by 
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independence movements and African nationalism from the 1950s – in this view, 
‘place superseded race’.114 On the other hand, racial concepts have persisted in 
different forms, notably in the idea of a singular African civilization, as promoted by 
the writings of Afrocentrists such as Cheikh Anta Diop and Martin Bernal.115 
Although these ideas have been subject to extensive criticism and disproved 
empirically, they hold continuing popular appeal, and ‘‘African unity’ remains a 
powerful ideological construct’.116 Equally, as Appiah argues, the idea of ‘race’ may 
lie behind notions such as ‘African ways of thinking’ and ‘African beliefs’, which are 
still invoked to underpin arguments for African solidarity based on the idea that as a 
continent, it is essentially culturally homogenous.117 Debates surrounding the unity or 
disunity – whether racial, cultural, or political – of Africa as a continent continue 
today, and, as I go on to discuss in the main body of this research, are issues that those 
working with contemporary African art often have to negotiate. 
 
The arguments of pan-Africanism, perhaps especially in some of its earliest 
expressions, highlight one of the main difficulties with attempts to challenge or step 
outside the European or Western representations of Africa outlined above. As Appiah 
explains, ‘the pan-Africanists responded to their experience of racial discrimination 
by accepting the racialism it presupposed’– that is, although they attempted to re-
write race as a positive binding force for Africans, they responded to the discourse of 
the oppressor by using the same terms and ideas.118 This paradox echoes one of the 
central debates in postcolonial studies, which is, in Gayatri Spivak’s critical 
encapsulation, ‘can the subaltern speak?’.119 That is, given a situation of unequal 
power, how is it possible for the disempowered to articulate their position?  
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In the context of African studies, this dilemma may be articulated as the question of 
how to ‘establish an Afrocentric ground of cultural enquiry that neither reinvents a 
fictitious past nor emerges in opposition to European overrule’.120 In other words, 
given that much of African ‘tradition’ was in fact invented by Europeans, and that the 
terms of the debate have been conducted on the basis of Western ideas and 
assumptions, what resources can we draw upon to construct critical scholarship about 
Africa that is not defined by European discourse?121 Further, what language should be 
used to discuss such matters?122 These debates have been played out in particular in 
anthropology and philosophy, with African scholars and others critiquing these 
disciplines and working to reinvent or ‘recuperate’ them through what has been called 
cultural and intellectual ‘decolonisation’.123 This project has been strongly political, 
and was one of the driving forces behind movements such as négritude, Pan-
Africanism and Afrocentrism, as mentioned above. 
 
Such questions echo some of the issues discussed earlier in relation to global art 
histories; the problems of translating and understanding across boundaries, in 
particular, as well as the tension between the universal and the particular, reveal the 
cross-cutting paradoxes that often result from attempts to engage with cultural 
questions across geographically diverse fields at different scales. These problems 
present ongoing challenges for many working in the art world, and the field of 
contemporary African art in particular is for some an arena for using the diverse forms 
of expression possible in the visual arts (and their interpretation) to open up space for 
interrogating ‘Africa’ and (re)presenting it in subtle yet politically powerful ways.124 
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For the remainder of this chapter, I turn more explicitly to questions around African 
art, first from a more historical perspective, and then from a contemporary angle.  
 
 
Engaging African art: a historical survey 
 
As the previous section showed from a political or philosophical angle, the historical 
settings and perspectives shaping past engagements with Africa form a useful 
background to this study. Although my main focus in this research is on the current 
creative, curatorial and scholarly problems and practices relating to contemporary 
African art, it is important to consider how Westerners first came into contact with 
African art, what approaches they took to try and understand it, and how these have 
changed over time. The degree to which this historical background informs most 
engagements with contemporary African art today is a moot point, however, so its 
inclusion here invites explanation.  
 
The extent to which historical (dis)continuities and evolving narratives of creative 
practice and scholarship should (or can) be organised along geographical lines 
remains contentious. As Okwui Enwezor and Chika Okeke-Agulu note, ‘the reading 
which constantly illuminates either the presence or absence of tradition in modern and 
contemporary African art is a historical problem’; in other words, situating 
contemporary African art and its surrounding discourse in the context of past practices 
and debates about Africa and its art may be one way to approach it, but is certainly 
not necessarily the best or only way. As we saw in the discussion of global art 
histories, understandings of art that see it as spatially rooted or immobile are 
increasingly untenable, and such matters are of heightened sensitivity in the context of 
Africa, which has historically been seen as the ‘Dark Continent’. Therefore while 
some artists and curators engage directly and critically with such imaginative 
geographies, others prefer to detach contemporary practice from earlier, spatially 
coincident forms altogether, committing to conversations around ‘international 
contemporary art’ that often explore place more in terms of current dislocations and 
flows rather than historical, located embeddedness or connections with tradition. 
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Although much of today’s subtle and informed artistic and curatorial practice 
implicitly recognises such issues, the deep-rooted geographical dimensions of these 
decisions and positionings remain under-explored. In this research, I attempt to draw 
out these ideas by exploring the tension between two impulses: on the one hand is the 
desire to place African art and its associated practices in their historical and 
geographical context; on the other, the desire to liberate them from these coordinates 
and situate them within a more mutable, transient frame of reference, which can 
include, but is not determined by, a point of origin or location in space or time. The 
discussion here addresses both eventualities equally – that historical/geographical 
background is important, and that it is not. As I show in later chapters, this tension is 
one that threads through many debates going on in contemporary African art today, so 
it seems appropriate that it also informs and threads through my project. 
 
In this section, then, I examine the histories of exhibiting and collecting practices 
relating to African art, as well as the history of different disciplinary approaches to 
African art. First, I explore how African objects have been encountered outside 
Africa, by various different individuals and institutions; the term ‘encounter’ is a 
usefully vague one at this stage to indicate the variety of engagements with African 
objects in different historical contexts, as is the term ‘object’, to refer to continuously 
changing ideas about ‘art’, the relationship between art and craft, the place of 
Africans and their material culture in perceived social and cultural hierarchies.125 
Next, I offer a selective critical analysis of scholarly approaches to these encounters, 
highlighting the importance of political, cultural and historical context. In sum, this 
brief account outlines some of the key historical developments in engagements with 
African art both within and beyond academic circles, and provides a grounding for 
understanding the deployment, rejection or re-working of such histories in the 
professional practices that I explore in the main body of the research.  
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Encounters with African art 
 
Although links between Europe and North Africa have existed for millennia, objects 
from sub-Saharan Africa first started arriving in Europe in the fifteenth century, when 
Portuguese colonisers began to explore the coastal regions of West Africa, seeking 
out rare or valuable items such as ivory as curios or souvenirs of strange and exotic 
lands. Interestingly, even at this early stage, the objects collected were by no means 
‘pure’ or free from outside influences; Renaissance merchants often commissioned 
African artists and craftsmen to produce specific objects, such as spoons and salt 
cellars depicting the encounter between European and African peoples.126 The objects 
were brought back to Europe and assembled into ‘cabinets of curiosities’, 
miscellaneous collections of artefacts which were usually privately owned by 
aristocrats, merchants and scientists.127  
 
During the course of the nineteenth century, as attitudes towards Africa were re-
evaluated, collecting practices began to change. Colonial rivalry, bolstered by 
enhanced technological abilities, led European interests to start focusing on the 
interior of the continent. The 1884-5 Berlin Conference sparked a ‘scramble for 
Africa’, a fifteen-year competitive land-grab between Britain, France, Germany, 
Portugal and Spain. Collecting became much more widespread and systematic, with 
government-sponsored scientific and anthropological expeditions, colonial 
administrators and missionaries gathering objects to assist in the identification, 
categorisation and management of native populations and land.128 In the ensuing 
‘scramble for art’, from around 1900 to the first World War, collecting was at its most 
intensive; between 70,000 and 100,000 objects were removed from the Congo Basin 
alone, and were taken to Belgium, Britain, Germany and the United States.129  
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As land became more and more important to European interests in Africa, not only 
did the volume of material collected increase, but the type of objects targeted also 
changed. Collectors became increasingly interested in ‘trophies’ (such as weapons 
and animal skins) demonstrating conquest, rather than the simple ‘curios’ of earlier 
periods. They also became more interested in figurative objects such as sculptures, 
which were often thought to show that contact with Europeans led to ‘improvements’ 
in African art (i.e. a preference for the more figurative forms characteristic of Western 
painting and sculpture). Subsequent collection of figurative objects was a way of quite 
literally materialising the ‘benefits’ of colonisation for Africans as well as Europeans, 
and justifying its ongoing pursuit.130  
 
The increasing volume of material culture arriving in European countries resulted in 
the establishment and growth of museum collections and temporary fairs and 
exhibitions displaying artefacts collected from Africa and beyond. Their purpose was 
to convince the European public of their nations’ colonial mission, and to establish the 
link between ethnographic exploration and colonial conquest.131 Permanent 
collections in institutions like the British Museum often came about through 
donations from private collections which were then made open to the public, and were 
periodically augmented by additions from ongoing expeditions.132 The international 
exhibitions and fairs that sprang up in many major cities around the world at the same 
time provided spectacular but temporary platforms for many of the same objects, and 
shows of this kind continued up until the Second World War, becoming ever more 
extravagant in nature.133 
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One of the largest and most famous permanent collections was at the Musée 
d’Ethnographie in Paris, which opened to the public in 1882 in the Palais du 
Trocadéro.134 The Trocadéro was the site, in 1907, of arguably one of the most 
important of all encounters with African objects, when the ethnographic collection 
received a notable visitor: the artist Pablo Picasso.135 Picasso’s experiences at the 
Musée d’Ethnographie reportedly sparked in him an artistic awakening, as he 
rediscovered the ‘direct magical affectiveness he knew to be the inherent power of the 
visual arts, an affectiveness with which the Western tradition had somehow lost 
contact’.136 Visiting ethnographic museums was a common pastime among avant-
garde artists in Paris around the turn of the century, and some artists, notably Paul 
Gauguin, had been exploring the so-called ‘primitive’ in their work from as early as 
the 1880s, in European as well as more far-flung settings.137 However, it was 
Picasso’s visit to the Trocadéro in 1907, and his completion that year of the 
‘revolutionary’ painting Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, that have been seen as decisive 
in the emergence of what has become known as ‘Primitivism’.138  
 
William Rubin defines ‘Primitivism’ as ‘the interest of modern artists in tribal art and 
culture, as revealed in their thought and work’.139 From about 1907, artists including 
                                                                                                                                       
Charlotte Bydler notes, however, biennales tend to exhibit a paradoxical relationship with the nation, 
simultaneously reaffirming and breaking down nationalisms in their appeal to the ‘international’; 
moreover, Africa’s relationship with biennales, and the Venice Biennale in particular, has been 
controversial. See Bydler, The Global Art World; for discussion of the ‘African Pavilion’ at the 2007 
Venice Biennale, see Rachel Nelson, ‘Remapping the Narrative in Contemporary African Art’ 
(Unpublished paper, University of California, Santa Cruz, 2011). 
134 Paudrat, ‘From Africa’; Greenhalgh, Ephemeral Vistas. From 1878 onwards the Expositions 
Universelles included the Trocadéro as part of the vast exhibition site, and so incorporated its 
collection into the wider spectacle. 
135 William Rubin, ‘Modernist Primitivism: An Introduction’, in “Primitivism” in 20th Century Art: 
Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern, Volume 1, ed. by William Rubin (New York: The Museum of 
Modern Art, 1984), pp. 1-81. 
136 Rubin, ‘Modernist Primitivism’, p. 55. 
137 Picasso and his circle (notably including artists Matisse and Derain) had been interested in African 
objects since at least 1906; see Gill Perry, ‘Primitivism and the ‘Modern’’, in Primitivism, Cubism, 
Abstraction: The Early Twentieth Century, ed. by Charles Harrison, Francis Frascina and Gill Perry 
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, in association with the Open University, 1993), pp. 2-
85; Rubin, ‘Modernist Primitivism’. 
138 Rubin, ‘Modernist Primitivism’, p. 7; Paudrat, ‘From Africa’. The questions of whether Picasso 
completed Les Demoiselles before or after he visited the Trocadéro, and the extent to which the 
painting refers to African art objects, have greatly exercised art historians; see Charles Harrison, 
Francis Frascina and Gill Perry, Primitivism, Cubism, Abstraction: The Early Twentieth Century (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, in association with the Open University, 1993). 
139 Rubin, ‘Modernist Primitivism’, p. 1. 
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Matisse, Braque, Vlaminck, Picasso and Derain began to experiment with more 
abstract forms in their work, and, in many cases, purchased African, Oceanian and 
North American tribal objects. Although their status as ‘art’ was still in doubt, a 
growing number of art dealers in Paris were beginning to recognise the value 
(monetary and aesthetic) of African and other ‘tribal’ objects, and played a key role in 
procuring them, making contacts between artists, collectors and dealers (many of 
whom played all three roles), organising exhibitions, producing and financing related 
publications, and generally stimulating interest in the area.140 The most influential 
collector and dealer from the First World War onwards was Paul Guillaume, who by 
1914 had accumulated enough stock to stage an exhibition at a gallery in New York, 
the city which was soon to overtake Paris as the widely-recognised centre of the art 
world.141 Entitled Statuary in Wood by African Savages: The Root of Modern Art, this 
landmark show was the first exhibition to present African objects solely from the 
point of view of their artistic properties.142 The works were installed and presented as 
‘masterpieces’, with block colour backgrounds emphasising their planar properties, an 
innovation which constituted a significant departure from the types of display put on 
in the shows and ethnographic museums such as the Trocadéro.  
 
In the years after the First World War, further exhibitions of African objects ‘as art’ 
were staged in Paris and elsewhere, and African art gradually expanded its 
influence.143 However, debates during the 1920s about whether or not African objects 
should be given a place in the Louvre demonstrated continuing resistance in some 
circles to the idea of seeing them as ‘proper art’, either on the grounds that African 
objects were not aesthetically pleasing, or that too little was known about them in 
order to judge quality. As the previous section showed, resistance among many art 
                                                
140 Paudrat, ‘From Africa’. 
141 Paudrat, ‘From Africa’. For Paudrat, the legacy of the Great War was an important factor in the 
growing popularity of African art, because it brought about a change in French attitudes; in response to 
the losses suffered by Africans during the conflict against the German enemy, disdain was gradually 
replaced by curiosity and sympathy, although this was still often of a condescending nature. 
142 Paudrat, ‘From Africa’; Christa Clarke, ‘From Theory to Practice: Exhibiting African Art in the 
Twenty-First Century’, in Art and its Publics: Museum Studies at the Millennium, ed. by Andrew 
McClellan (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), pp. 165-182. The show was organised by the photographer 
Alfred Stieglitz and the caricaturist Marius de Zayas. 
143 Paudrat cites two events in Paris in 1919 – the Première Exposition d’Art Nègre et d’Art Océanien 
at the Devambez Gallery, and Guillaume’s staging of African dance and music at his Fête Nègre – 
which helped the new-found aesthetic become fashionable beyond artists’ circles. See Paudrat, ‘From 
Africa’. 
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scholars to engaging with artistic production from non-European cultures, as well as 
its implications for the meaning of ‘art’ more generally, persisted late into the 
twentieth century (and arguably still exists), so it would be misleading to present these 
exhibitions and those that followed them as evidence of a sea-change in the art world. 
Nevertheless, the early inter-war period marked the beginning of more widespread 
appreciation of African objects in aesthetic terms, and also reveals the extent to which 
specific individuals – Guillaume and his mentor Joseph Brummer, in particular – were 
responsible for stimulating and directing these developments.144 
 
The year after Guillaume’s death, in 1934, another landmark exhibition opened: 
African Negro Art, at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York, was the first 
show at a major art museum to focus exclusively on African art, and was thus the first 
to introduce these objects to a wider audience and to establish a canon of African art. 
Similarly to Statuary in Wood by African Savages, objects were displayed in isolation 
in order to emphasise pure form, and were selected purely on artistic merit.145 As the 
organiser James Johnson Sweeney explained: ‘[i]t is not the tribal characteristics of 
Negro art nor its strangeness that are interesting. It is its plastic qualities. Picturesque 
or exotic features as well as historical and ethnographic considerations have a 
tendency to blind us to its true worth’.146 Thanks to its approach, its wider reach and 
its prestige, this exhibition has been seen as marking a critical moment when African 
objects ‘were transformed from indexes of another way of life into masterpieces of 
world art’.147  
 
Institutional interest in African art continued to grow after the Second World War, 
and in 1957, the Museum of Primitive Art opened in New York.148 This was the first 
art museum exclusively dedicated to collecting and exhibiting ‘primitive’ art – from 
Africa, Oceania and America – in purely aesthetic terms. In 1969, its collection was 
                                                
144 Paudrat, ‘From Africa’. 
145 Of the 600 or so objects in the exhibition, the biggest contribution came from the collection of 
Charles Ratton, who was by now the most important dealer specialising in African art, and a key 
proponent of the ‘selective representation of African artistry and decontextualised strategy of display 
[that] would become the standard approach to the exhibition of African art for the large part of the 
twentieth century’. See Clarke, ‘From Theory to Practice’, p. 168. 
146 Sweeney, quoted in Clarke, ‘From Theory to Practice’, p. 167. 
147 Paudrat, ‘From Africa’, p. 164. 
148 The Museum of Primitive Art was founded by the businessman, philanthropist and collector Nelson 
A. Rockefeller, together with the then director of MoMA, René d’Harnoncourt. 
 59 
transferred to the prestigious Metropolitan Museum of Art, signalling a ‘widespread 
shift in [the] larger art museum community’, and in 1982, the works were put on 
display in the newly constructed Michael C. Rockefeller Wing, with an impressive 
40,000 square feet of exhibition space.149 The display strategy adopted here by curator 
Susan Vogel was similar to the earlier shows discussed above, in that objects were 
presented within a wider framework reflecting western attitudes to fine art, and 
concentrating on the formal properties of individual pieces.   
 
The apogee of this approach came in 1984, with the MoMA exhibition entitled 
‘Primitivism’ in Twentieth-Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern.150 In 
this show, non-Western objects were juxtaposed with Western modernist masterpieces 
by artists including Picasso, Matisse, Brancusi and Giacometti, in order to 
demonstrate not only the direct influence of African objects on the development of 
Western modernism, but also the indirect ‘affinities’ between the works.151 This 
suggestion of the harmony between African objects and modernist painting and 
sculpture hinted at notions of an underlying universal aesthetic, detaching African art 
from its geographical and historical context and repositioning it within the abstract, 
contemplative space of the art gallery. Had he been given the opportunity to engage 
with debates in today’s art world around questions of context and responsibility, it 
seems unlikely that the curator would have celebrated the idea of universal affinities 
in quite the same way. However, at the time, as he explained in an accompanying 
essay, the selection was put together with lofty aims: ‘the particular confrontation 
involved in our exhibition will not only help us better to understand our art, but in a 
very unique way, our humanity – if that is not saying the same thing’.152 As I discuss 
next, these claims were not to go unchallenged, and the debates sparked by this 
exhibition proved central to the emergence of new critical agendas in the art world, 
many of which continue today.  
 
 
                                                
149 Clarke, ‘From Theory to Practice’, p. 168. 
150 Clarke, ‘From Theory to Practice’; “Primitivism” in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the 
Modern, Volume 1, ed. by Rubin, William (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1984). 
151 Rubin, “Primitivism”. 
152 Rubin, ‘Modernist Primitivism’, p. 71.  
 60 
Disciplinary debates: the emergence of scholarship on African art 
 
African art has generated scholarship from a variety of fields, exploring its historical 
and contemporary forms, its relationship with Western perspectives on art, and the 
ways in which it has travelled beyond the African continent and in the process 
become transformed. As I show here, African art studies has never been a very 
coherent academic endeavour, falling somewhere between anthropology and art 
history.153 Finding out exactly how and why a particular mask from Gabon ended up 
in the studio of a French painter, for instance, and thinking about the politics and 
ethics of what goes on in ‘the changing, intersecting space between [art] collection 
and representation’, have only emerged onto the research agenda in the last twenty 
years or so.154 In addition, while certain places at certain times have attracted a great 
deal of scholarly interest – early twentieth-century Paris being the prime example, as 
we saw above – others seem virtually invisible. Here, however, it is not 
disadvantageous to focus primarily on certain key narratives at the expense of 
attempting to ‘fill in the gaps’, since these are the narratives that have moulded the 
inter- and intra-disciplinary debates that underlie the remainder of the research.  
 
‘Primitivism’ in Twentieth-Century Art was a controversial exhibition which marked 
the beginning of a new criticality in approaches to non-Western art, fuelled by 
simultaneous developments in postcolonial scholarship. Important work emerging 
from the mid-1980s started to question analytic and empirical boundaries fencing off 
the ethnographic museum from the art gallery, the historical from the contemporary, 
and the history of art from the history of the ethnographic object, by exploring the 
articulations between objects, their display contexts and the meanings they produce. A 
crucial realisation for critical scholars was that ‘objects have been used economically, 
politically and cognitively in the encounter between the West and colonized 
peoples’.155 In other words, material culture from Africa was not brought to Europe 
                                                
153 Monni Adams, ‘African Visual Arts from an Art Historical Perspective’, African Studies Review 
32(2) (1989), 55-103; Paul Ben-Amos, ‘African Visual Arts from a Social Perspective’, African Studies 
Review 32(2) (1989), 1-53; see also part 2 of this section. 
154 Enid Schildkrout and Curtis A. Keim, ‘Objects and agendas: re-collecting the Congo’, in The 
Scramble for Art in Central Africa, ed. by Enid Schildkrout and Curtis A. Keim (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 1-36, p. 28. 
155 Schildkrout and Keim, The Scramble for Art, p. 4. 
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and put on display or incorporated into modernist artworks in a straightforward or 
innocent way, but was instead implicated in the production of imaginative 
geographies as part of political and ideological projects of much wider significance. 
In addition, its transition from the status of ‘object’ to ‘art’ was not simply a rightful 
emergence into respectability and artistic value in the galleries of Western art 
institutions, but the result of difficult (and ongoing) negotiations within the art world. 
 
A useful place to start examining these issues is ‘Primitivism’, as an artistic 
movement, an exhibition and a topic of scholarly debate. As we have seen, the term 
has been used to refer to the approach of certain artists in early twentieth-century 
Paris, who drew inspiration from ‘primitive’ art made by ‘tribal’ peoples in order to 
reinvigorate and transform their own work.156 The impact of this movement has been 
extremely important, not simply because these artists and their work were 
undoubtedly vital in the emergence of modernism in Western art and are thus some of 
the most highly visible examples of encounters with African objects, but also because 
Primitivism and MoMA’s ‘Primitivism’ exhibition more specifically have been 
credited as ‘powerfully influential’ factors facilitating African art’s entrée into the 
field of art history.157 As John Picton suggests, ‘[w]e must reckon with the fact that 
we see [African art works] through the eyes of Picasso and Epstein, in the sense that 
they […] have prepared the ground of our seeing’.158 
 
These ideas are strongly articulated in the catalogue for the ‘Primitivism’ exhibition 
itself where the show’s curator, William Rubin, argues that modern artists ‘became 
interested in and began to collect Primitive objects only because their own 
explorations had suddenly made such objects relevant to their work’ – in other words, 
for Rubin, the aesthetic appreciation of African objects emerged out of developments 
that were already taking place within Western modernism.159 This idea emphasises the 
individual (European) artist’s instinctive genius and originality, supporting Rubin’s 
overall assertion ‘[t]hat many today consider tribal sculpture to represent a major 
aspect of world art […] is a function of the triumph of vanguard art itself. We owe to 
                                                
156 Rubin, “Primitivism”; see also Robert Goldwater, Primitivism in Modern Art (Cambridge, MA: 
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157 Adams, ‘African Visual Arts’, p. 86. 
158 John Picton, ‘Desperately seeking Africa’, Oxford Art Journal 15(2) (1992), 104-112, p. 110.  
159 Rubin, ‘Modernist Primitivism’, p. 11. 
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the voyagers, colonial and ethnologists the arrival of these objects in the West. But we 
owe primarily to the convictions of the pioneer modern artists their promotion from 
the rank of curiosities and artifacts to that of major art, indeed, to the status of art at 
all’.160  
 
Rubin’s arguments reflect widely accepted views on art history until the mid-1980s, 
when critiques emerged from a variety of perspectives, many responding directly to 
the premise of the ‘Primitivism’ show. As Gill Perry explains, Michel Foucault’s 
work on discourse provided critical ammunition for scholars seeking to move beyond 
readings based on style, and to understand Primitivism as a network of associations 
and interests that circulated within (and fed into) a particular cultural and political 
context, and not the simply the result of certain artists’ ‘subjective urges’.161 The 
arguments may be grouped into two main categories: first, objections to the notion of 
Primitivism per se and the display practices related to it; and second, more general 
objections to the narrowness of art historical discussions about Primitivism, and a 
growing emphasis on the importance of other relevant and important encounters with 
African objects as well as the wider context in which these took place. These points 
are clearly interrelated to a significant degree, but the separation I make here enables 
me to pinpoint more exactly the issues at stake, and the ways in which these become 
entangled when they are bound up with the contested meanings of African objects.   
 
In the first category, the ideas and attitudes underpinning Primitivism as an artistic 
outlook and topic of scholarship have been questioned. The problems inherent in the 
words ‘Primitive’ and ‘Primitivism’ are not lost on Rubin, who explicitly addresses 
their doubtful connotations early on in his discussion.162 He suggests that despite their 
historical use as pejorative terms, they can still be usefully employed in an art 
historical context, as they are meant simply as a term of reference and are therefore 
not derogatory, a point he emphasises by capitalising both words. A similar line of 
defence is put forward for the word ‘tribal’, which, despite its limitations, is also seen 
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161 Perry, ‘Primitivism and the ‘Modern’’, p. 82. 
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as an appropriate term for discussions about Primitivism.163 As Rubin explains, 
‘precisely because we are not directly addressing the cultures in question, but 
investigating the ideas formed of them in the West over the last hundred years, the use 
of the word ‘tribal’ – which is a function of such ideas and the context in which they 
were formed – is not misleading.  The word’s ethnocentric drawbacks become, in 
effect, illuminating, for they characterize the nature of the primitivist perspective’.164  
 
It is ironic, then, that this very approach to the ‘primitivist perspective’ has been the 
target of significant criticism for its lack of insight into the ways in which Europeans 
have engaged with Africa, its people and their material culture. James Clifford, in 
particular, takes issue with Rubin’s vision of Primitivism, in a wide-ranging critique 
revealing the artifices and exclusions of the exhibition.165 For him, what is actually 
revealed by the show is the ‘common differentness’ of both modern and tribal art 
from most pre-twentieth-century Western art; the notion of ‘affinity’ is thus a 
mystification, an ‘optical illusion’ created by the curator’s selective display of only 
tribal objects that happen to appear ‘modern’.166 Additionally, the show’s seemingly 
modest claim to focus on Western perspectives rather than the tribal cultures 
themselves is called into question, as Clifford suggests that ‘[s]tatements carefully 
limiting its purview […] coexist with frequent implications of something more’.167 In 
this view, Primitivism is a construction or even a fantasy, given false coherence 
through the powerful trickery of the display strategies employed. 
 
If the exhibition and its catalogue do not in fact provide a convincing account of the 
relationship between modernist and tribal art, and still less reveal any ‘affinity’ 
between them, what do they offer the viewer and critic? The uncomfortable answer, 
                                                
163 Interestingly, although Rubin suggests that the term ‘tribal’ had largely disappeared from 
anthropological literature since the 1960s, other work from within anthropology appearing in the same 
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for Clifford, is that they demonstrate ‘the restless desire and power of the modern 
West to collect the world’.168 As he points out, the fact that Primitivism emerged 
concurrently with the massive expansion and consolidation of European colonial 
domination should surely form a central component of any attempts to understand it; 
yet there is little room for such discussion in the ‘Primitivism’ show, where 
‘ignorance of cultural context seems almost a precondition for artistic 
appreciation’.169 In fairness to Rubin et al, it is made clear in the catalogue that 
collecting and exhibiting during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were 
intimately bound up with the colonial enterprise; but they stop short of offering any 
direct critical commentary on this, and fail to adequately reflect on the ways in which 
this background might affect their own work almost a century later.  
 
Arguments of this nature lead to the second category of critique mentioned above – 
namely, the point that it is not enough to simply discuss Primitivism on its own terms, 
as a moment in art history somehow sealed off from the wider world. In the first 
instance, because the emergence of Primitivism was specific to Paris in the early 
twentieth century, no matter how influential its protagonists became, it can only ever 
form a partial explanation of how European artists have engaged with African objects. 
Indeed, the focus on Primitivist artists has perhaps led to a distortion of the wider 
picture, distracting attention from interesting activities elsewhere. John Mack makes 
this point in his discussion of Vorticist artists such as Wyndham Lewis, Henri 
Gaudier-Brezska and Jacob Epstein, for example, showing that artists in London as 
well as Paris were encountering and engaging with African objects.170  
 
Another broader aspect of this critique is that concentrating on Primitivism has led not 
only to the neglect of other artists’ engagements with African objects, but also, until 
recently, to the neglect of different kinds of encounters altogether. In Reinventing 
Africa, Annie E. Coombes traces an in-depth critical history of encounters with 
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African objects in late Victorian and Edwardian England, whose focus is markedly 
different from discussions of the situation in Paris at that time.171 She details the 
dissemination of ideas about Africa to the British public between 1890 and 1913 on 
several broad and interconnected fronts: the public exhibition, the ethnographic 
museum and the missionary exhibition provide the main bulk of her material, but she 
considers a wide range of actors, both individual and institutional, circulating around 
and between them. The British and West African presses, anthropologists and their 
associations, societies of various interest groups, collectors and the British public(s) 
all play a role, and in fact, modernist artists are notable by their absence from the 
discussion. This is to some extent a reflection of Coombes’ London focus, but more 
than this, she explicitly positions her approach as a corrective to the kinds of accounts 
outlined above, which focus solely on Primitivism. 
 
The main feature of Coombes’ intricately constructed argument is its emphasis on 
explaining the display, interpretation and evaluation of African objects with reference 
to the wider context in which they took place, and specifically, with reference to 
colonialism. She reveals the ways in which representations of Africa and Africans 
were fluid and often contradictory, and existed in the two distinct yet interrelated 
registers of the ‘popular’ and the ‘scientific’, with the newly emerging discipline of 
anthropology (and popular understandings of it) acting as the somewhat unsteady 
bridge between the two. One of her most interesting insights reveals how colonial 
discourses of degeneration and derogatory racial stereotypes continued to shape 
European views on Africans’ abilities and characteristics, despite considerable 
‘evidence’ to the contrary in the form of sophisticated material culture from Africa, 
such as the famous Benin bronzes. In this light, understanding what was going on at 
the Great Exhibition or the British Museum becomes a question not only of critiquing 
collection histories and display strategies, but of developing a more subtle 
understanding of the ways in which individuals from different positions negotiated the 
contradictions that African objects presented.172 
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The implications of Coombes’ arguments are important on several levels. First, the 
delicacy of her analysis of the interactions between public opinion, anthropological 
debate, display practices and the context of colonialism, demonstrates that 
international exhibitions and museum collections at this time should not be seen 
simply as vehicles of imperialist propaganda, and that their role in promoting colonial 
ideology was complex and contradictory. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, 
imaginative geographies of Africa and the repertoires of representations that produce 
them are at once powerful yet diverse, and fraught with tensions; this is no less the 
case with African art objects, and Coombes makes this point clear. This is a key 
development from the earlier work of Greenhalgh, for example, and adds some 
valuable nuanced context to the story of the development of exhibiting practices 
during colonial expansion.173 For the present project, Coombes’ insights provide a 
valuable precedent for researching the contemporary African art world in a way that 
considers the practice of multiple actors, both institutional and individual, as well as 
their wider social, cultural and economic setting and the complex discourses they 
negotiate. 
 
At the same time, Coombes’ approach raises more general philosophical questions, 
especially concerning the nature of ‘art’, art appreciation and criticism from different 
disciplinary and theoretical positions. She argues throughout her book that the 
aesthetic properties of African objects were recognised and debated by a much wider 
array of people, and earlier, than had been previously acknowledged. Coombes is not 
the only scholar to raise such issues, and the views of collectors, explorers, 
anthropologists and publics of various kinds – including, increasingly, Africans – are 
finally being taken into account by work that adopts a more inclusive approach to the 
study of the aesthetics of African objects than many earlier accounts.174 As I argued 
earlier, this is not to say that Europeans at this time interpreted African objects as ‘art’ 
in any straightforward sense; nevertheless, the recognition that these kinds of debates 
were taking place at all, and the scholarly engagement of Coombes and others with 
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them, represents an important step forward.175 Such arguments further demonstrate 
the shortcomings of the art historical accounts discussed above, which simply assert 
the influence of Western artists – particularly Picasso – in bringing about some kind 
of ‘revelation’ about the aesthetic qualities of African art. They also gesture toward 
the notion of alternative – and equally valid – aesthetic criteria, and the difficulties of 
imposing a Western framework on non-Western art, as well as the arrogance of 
assuming that only European modernist painters and sculptors were capable of 
showing ‘serious aesthetic interest’ in so-called ‘primitive’ art.176 
 
Such debates and variations in interpretation arguably arise from differing views on 
how the study of art should proceed, which have been debated within art history as 
well as disciplines such as anthropology, and which were alluded to in the discussion 
of ‘world art studies’ in the first part of this chapter. A conservative approach might 
defend Rubin on the grounds that discussion of the wider context in which art is 
produced is beyond his remit; Monni Adams, for instance, suggests that ‘an art 
historian is not anyone who ‘studies art’, but a scholar who has been educated in 
certain, very specific techniques and beliefs’, including the analysis of style based on 
associations with specific places or periods, and a belief in the importance of 
individual genius and the value of the ‘unique’ artwork.177 As Adams argues, the 
study of sub-Saharan African art was marginalised in art history during the 1950s and 
1960s, since it presented intractable problems that could not be resolved within the 
bounds of existing art historical thought paradigms centred around stylistic 
analysis.178 
 
As Adams also notes, however, and as I suggested earlier, more recent approaches to 
art history accept that this is perhaps not enough, given that ‘art’ itself, and judgement 
of it, can be persuasively deconstructed as a social phenomenon rather than a 
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transcendental truth.179 Efforts to win recognition for African art on its own terms 
within art history began in the 1960s, inspired by functionalist approaches in 
anthropology which enabled scholars to move away from the insistence on religious 
superstition and ‘primitiveness’ towards a view of art as a part of a broader social 
order.180 Indeed, work on African art since the 1960s has been characterised by an 
ongoing – and at times convoluted – rapprochement between art history and 
anthropology, resulting in a plethora of different theoretical and methodological 
approaches.181 Thus, in a companion to piece to Adams’ work on art history, Paula 
Ben-Amos provides a summary of the history of the study of African visual arts from 
a ‘social perspective’, focusing on relationships between art, culture and society.182 
The impact of such work in African art studies was maximised by its timing, set 
against a background of independence for many African countries and civil rights 
movements during the 1960s. 
 
In the wake of these productive conversations bringing art historical, anthropological, 
sociological and other perspectives into conversation with one another, there is great 
potential for reassessing the history and ongoing character of engagements with 
African art objects. In this research, I argue that geographical perspectives can 
usefully be introduced too, to shed light on some hitherto neglected aspects of the 
field. This is particularly so with the rise of contemporary art in Africa and the boom 
in the contemporary art world internationally, which, as I explained in the discussion 
of ‘global art histories’, has given new urgency to questions about the disciplinary 
location and emphasis of African art studies, the importance of aesthetic interpretation 
versus social analysis, and the roles of particular individuals, institutions and the 
wider structures they are embedded in. As I show in the next section, such questions 
are matters of ongoing debate within contemporary African art scholarship.  
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Contemporary African art scholarship 
 
From the point of view of many current scholars of contemporary African art, many 
of the past problems in Western engagements with African art have their roots in the 
ideas of Africa detailed earlier in this chapter, and the ‘imagined lack of technological 
sophistication’ of African societies that were assumed to be ‘static and unchanging’ 
and ‘fundamentally uncivilised’.183 Scholarship on contemporary art from Africa 
seeks to distance itself from these kinds of problems, yet it has largely been 
marginalised by mainstream art historians, who have tended to engage in overarching 
conversations about how to interpret art on a global scale, and have only recently 
begun to seriously consider what non-Western art histories might contribute to the 
debate. However, this does not mean that such scholarship does not exist, nor that it 
has nothing to add to some of the wider debates described above. On the contrary, 
there have been important discussions within the field of contemporary African art 
which explore its paradoxes in their own terms, but also with reference to many 
broader issues. Such discussions have also engaged directly and indirectly with 
questions of geography, revealing some of the same issues that I identified earlier in 
this chapter with respect to ‘art and geography’, which are ripe for further 
investigation in this research. 
 
It is clear that during the course of the 20th century (and some would argue earlier) 
there were significant shifts in artistic production from Africa – largely from the so-
called ‘traditional’, via the ‘modern’, to the ‘contemporary’ – and there has been an 
associated (if perhaps slightly delayed) shift in attention from scholars, curators and 
others dealing with African art. As two of the most prominent scholars of 
contemporary African art, Okwui Enwezor and Chika Okeke-Agulu, point out, after a 
period when traditional art was still the predominant focus and ethnographic museums 
and contemporary art museums ‘had to share epistemological space’, the influence of 
the former has now largely been usurped by the latter, and ‘the discursive authority of 
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the ethnographic museum, and the interpretive power it wielded, have been eroded by 
the emergence of contemporary curatorial projects functioning in the arena of the 
museum of art.’184   
 
This transition initially occurred as scholars of African art saw their field of interest 
apparently dwindling during the course of the 20th century, when artists in Africa 
appeared to turn their backs on ‘tradition’ as their culture seemed to disintegrate in 
response to the rapid changes brought about by colonialism. In the 1940s, the noted 
British scholar William Fagg suggested that ‘[w]e are in at the death of all that is best 
in African art’.185 Even as late as 1973, art scholars were lamenting the ineptitude of 
Africa’s craftsmen in comparison with their ancestors, whilst disregarding the lively 
engagements with modernism that were occurring in many parts of Africa at around 
the same time.186 However, more progressive scholarship has gradually revealed the 
misunderstanding of ‘tradition’ underpinning such arguments, showing that modern 
and contemporary artistic practice forms part of an always changing and responsive 
continuum, an ongoing ‘condition of dynamism’ that includes classical/traditional, 
modern and contemporary forms.187  
 
While many scholars of African art refocused their attention from the traditional to 
the contemporary, some curators and scholars of contemporary art in general have 
turned their attention to art from Africa in particular.188 Interest in contemporary 
African art has thus boomed since the late 1980s, both in the art world and in the 
academy, producing increasing numbers of exhibitions, catalogues, scholarly texts, 
journals and conferences. However, there is little agreement about how best to define 
‘contemporary African art’, and the many attempts to offer survey texts and 
exhibitions vary according to the authors’ interpretation of the timescale, location and 
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creative practices referred to by the term. As Sidney Littlefield Kasfir suggests, the 
end of colonialism and independence movements across Africa from the 1950s 
onwards are widely regarded a decisive moment in the emergence of contemporary 
practice.189 As she also notes, this places African contemporary art in much the same 
time-frame as Western contemporary art, although the historical backdrop and context 
surrounding it are rather different. If Western contemporary art had roots in the avant-
garde and experimentation in modern art from the late nineteenth-century until the 
aftermath of World War II, African contemporary art developed in response to the 
turmoil of colonialism and its aftermath, but also in dialogue with earlier, ‘traditional’ 
forms of artistic endeavour. For Kasfir, ‘contemporary art in Africa has built through 
a process of bricolage upon the already existing structures and scenarios on which the 
older, precolonial and colonial genres of African art were made’.190 Colonialism 
therefore restructured existing artistic practices and methods of training, rather than 
erasing them; ‘[i]t is these continuities in practice, and not just a particular mix of 
genres, that help define twentieth-century African art’.191 
 
More recent scholarship, notably by Okwui Enwezor and Chika Okeke-Agulu, seeks 
to mark out and map the field of ‘contemporary African art’ in terms of phases of 
discourse, disciplinary identity and modes of practice that have been shaped by 
political, cultural and social issues.192 In addition to the end of colonialism and the 
postcolonial condition, their work also emphasises African responses to European 
modernism in art, as well as the impact of economic and cultural globalisation in and 
beyond the art world. While recognising cross-fertilisation between the two, Enwezor 
and Okeke-Agulu distinguish between ‘contemporary art’ – which circulates in 
exhibitions in galleries and museums – and ‘craft’, which includes activities such as 
pottery-making that are aimed at a tourist or everyday market.193 Indeed, they argue 
that the former can in some ways (and in a direct parallel with Western modernism) 
be viewed as emerging in opposition to the latter: ‘the root of contemporary art, 
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outside of postcolonial temporality, lies in its attempt to separate itself from the 
skilled competence of the traditional artist/craftsman in a self-conscious process of 
“deskilling”’.194  
 
Other recent surveys take a more all-embracing, populist sweep of locations, artistic 
practices and backgrounds. Chris Spring’s Angaza Afrika, for instance, is notable for 
its refusal to create boundaries between different modes of practice, whether art or 
craft; the book includes a series of ‘case studies’ introducing practices such as tent-
making, sign-painting and metalworking, before focusing on over sixty individual 
artists working in a range of media.195 While Enwezor and Okeke-Agulu seek to map 
out and contextualise a scholarly and curatorial field of contemporary African art, 
Spring’s project is more expansive, as he invokes examples of exhibitions and 
practices that ‘subvert some of our Western categories of artist and artisan, art and 
craft, and so on’, perhaps echoing John Onians’ ‘world art studies’ perspective with 
the maxim that ‘art is all around’.196  
 
Scholarly debates about contemporary African art circulate around a range of central 
themes, theories and political positions, but central to all of them is the idea that 
understandings of the field are largely produced and contested through exhibitions. In 
a recent roundtable debate hosted by Nka: Journal of Contemporary African Art, 
which has become an important intellectual platform, a range of scholars and curators 
discussed curatorial practice and politics in the field of contemporary African art, 
focusing explicitly on exhibitions as the ‘building blocks of art history’.197 As we saw 
earlier in this chapter, the 1984 exhibition Primitivism in 20th Century Art: Affinity of 
the Tribal and the Modern gave rise to extensive critique from postcolonial scholars, 
but the first major exhibition to show the work of contemporary African artists in the 
West was Magiciens de la Terre, which took place at the Pompidou Centre in Paris in 
1989. This landmark exhibition has been described as ‘both notorious and seminal’: 
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notorious for its selection of artists adhering to strictly Western ideas of what ‘African 
art’ should look like (that is, self-taught and therefore ‘authentic’), and seminal for 
introducing contemporary African art to Western audiences in the first place.198 
Despite its shortcomings, however, it was seen as the ‘paradigmatic moment that 
helped break the border of marginality of African artists by presenting their work 
alongside the work of their international peers’, and as such, it arguably marked the 
dissolving of boundaries, and the beginnings of the ‘trend for the curatorial rewiring 
of contemporary African art on a global scale’.199 
 
This rewiring continued throughout the 1990s, with presentations of contemporary 
African art at the Venice Biennale in 1990 and 1993, and a series of influential 
exhibitions both on the African continent and off it, but has not been without 
controversy.200 One of the most commented upon shows was the two-venue exhibition 
Africa Explores: 20th Century African Art, which took place at the Center for African 
Art (now the Museum for African Art) and the New Museum of Contemporary Art in 
New York in 1991. Attempting to respond to the confusion surrounding the shift from 
older to newer forms of artistic practice, as well as the complexities thrown up by 
rapid transformations in African societies, curator Susan Vogel aimed to pinpoint five 
‘strains’ of African art from the twentieth century: ‘traditional’, ‘extinct’, ‘urban’, 
‘new functionalist’, and ‘international’. The show was explicitly framed as a critical 
response to Magiciens, as Vogel explained: ‘[i]n some respects this exhibition is an 
answer to that one, which underscored the importance of placing contemporary 
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African art in the context of African art, history and culture, if only by failing to do 
so’.201  
 
While Africa Explores was seen by many as a useful attempt to identify and 
contextualise trends in artistic production, and did include a wide range of artists, it 
opted to omit the work of many pioneering modernist painters as well as those 
working during the decolonisation periods of the 1950s and 1960s, and was thus seen 
to still be relying on outdated anthropological paradigms, and on Western rather than 
African interpretations of the work. For Enwezor and Okeke-Agulu, as for many other 
critics, Africa Explores has been a valuable stimulus for debate, but the ‘outmoded 
categories and cultural boundary-making […] tend to reinforce methodological and 
curatorial balkanization that may have made contemporary African art easy to digest 
but hardly able to savor’.202 Likewise, Clive Kellner seeks to draw critical fodder 
from the show, arguing that it ‘leads to a discussion, not only about the formal 
aesthetics of the art works themselves but also language, the way art history is written 
and by whom’.203 As he notes, criticisms of Vogel’s authorship and category-making 
raise the issue of (self-)representation in the world of contemporary African art, 
particularly in the realm of exhibition-making, and I address this issue in more detail 
in later chapters. 
 
Some of these critiques were addressed by another seminal exhibition four years later, 
Seven Stories about Modern Art in Africa, which took place at the Whitechapel 
Gallery in London in 1995.204 This exhibition explored artistic practice and 
development in seven African countries – Nigeria, Senegal, Sudan, Ethiopia, South 
Africa, Kenya and Uganda – and attempted to offer a range of personal narratives 
about artistic developments in specific African contexts, as well as to explore the 
possibilities of plural approaches to curating by employing seven curators. Seven 
Stories consciously highlighted several aspects of contemporary African art 
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production which had previously been neglected, including the existence of 
academically trained, internationally mobile African avant gardes, and was unusual in 
its insistence on national in addition to continental frames of reference.205 Despite 
some controversy surrounding the personalities involved, as well as the cramped 
presentation, the exhibition has secured a generally favourable verdict in the growing 
canon of contemporary African art scholarship, as it ‘showed much greater contextual 
understanding of the artistic development and stylistic practices than previous 
attempts’.206 Importantly, it was co-curated by African curators and included 
contributions from art historians in Africa, arguably resulting in a more nuanced set of 
interpretations than had previously been achieved.  
 
Indeed, one of the main shifts in recent decades has been the growing autonomy, 
outspokenness and recognition of the voices of African artists, curators, scholars and 
others in the art world. During the mid 1990s, African artists were still struggling to 
represent themselves in the face of the authority and preconceptions of the Western 
art establishment, and the prevailing imaginative geographies of Africa as exotic and 
naive, which appeared to preclude engagement on a level playing field. For instance, 
in his critical assessment of a 1994 encounter between postmodernist critic Thomas 
McEvilley and Ivorian artist Ouattara, Olu Oguibe argues that McEvilley’s interview 
strategy is ‘not intended to reveal the artist as subject, but rather to display him as 
object, an object of exoticist fascination’.207 The artist, meanwhile, ‘struggles to 
speechify, to repossess his body and reinvest it with humanity, with language, with 
articulation’, resulting in ‘ventriloquy as a structure of reference for Western attitudes 
towards African artists’; such problems echo the conundrums of translation and 
language which I highlighted in my discussion of the ‘idea of Africa’.208  
 
However, artists are now far more likely to receive individual recognition on terms 
that are increasingly of their own choosing, and this occurs in a variety of display 
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settings; Enwezor and Okeke-Agulu suggest that ‘in a single generation, we have 
witnessed a broadening of the interpretive and curatorial models from amalgamated 
group exhibitions to monographic exhibitions that explore the oeuvres of individual 
artists’.209 Alongside large-scale, Africa-themed ‘mega-shows’ or blockbusters such 
as Africa Explores (1991) and Africa Remix (2005), which are still perhaps the most 
visible exhibitions of contemporary African art and which I discuss in greater detail in 
later chapters, there have been more subtle attempts at contextualising African artistic 
production on a continental scale (The Short Century (2001)) and smaller subject-
driven group shows as well as monographic shows.210 Moreover, African artists are 
arguably no longer stuck in the double-bind of ‘authenticity’ – as John Picton puts it, 
the belief that ‘if [African artists] remain attached to the traditions of the past, they are 
innocent and exotic, and if they move into the present, they are merely foolish’.211 
Now there is growing recognition that artists from Africa engage knowingly and 
creatively with tradition alongside every other influence. The 2001 show 
Authentic/Ex-Centric: Conceptualism in Contemporary African Art sought to make 
this clear to audiences at the Venice Biennale, by exploring how African artists have 
reinterpreted African aesthetic and social experiences into new idioms of artistic 
expression.212 
 
Enwezor and Okeke-Agulu present the field as entering a new period of maturity, 
where old problems have mostly been solved: in 2009, they wrote that ‘[w]hile 
curatorial practice and related activities have engendered new circuits of interpretation 
and a reordering of the discourse of contemporary African art, until recently the field 
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was an area of considerable debate.’213 They do recognise the problems of 
misrepresentation, negativity, marginalisation and essentialism that have dogged 
interpretations of art and artists from Africa, and ‘readily acknowledge that, for some 
artists, being identified as an African artist may prove a disabling label in negotiating 
the boundaries of power that inform the entire global cultural complex’.214 However, 
they assert a new approach in which ‘Africa is a multiplicity of cultural spaces, 
shaped by social forces and political and economic conditions that do not privilege 
one way of conceptualizing an African identity’; contemporary African art thus 
‘includes a tissue of fascinating and productive contradictions which enliven debates 
on what it affirms and what it contests’.215 As they conclude, ‘the idea of African 
identity we employ is not an absolute, but a malleable term. It refers to both cultural 
and geographic situations, and to modes of subjectivization, dimensions of 
identification, and ethical strategies. None of these are singular’.216  
 
This research aims to show that many of the ideas raised here are underpinned by 
geographical paradoxes that have yet to be explored in any detail in the context of 
contemporary African art. Enwezor and Okeke-Agulu’s emphasis on ‘malleability’ – 
in terms of place, identity, and identification – speaks to many of the foundational 
geographical ideas I identified earlier in the chapter, as does their recognition of the 
contradictory nature of categories relying on geographical terms. However, although 
they theorise extensively about such issues, they spend less time examining in detail 
how these malleable identities, situations and processes are actually enacted and 
negotiated through practices within the art world. In addition, while they present such 
debates as more or less concluded, it is clear from much ongoing discussion – as well 
as direct responses to their work – that for many scholars, there are still many pressing 
issues to be addressed.217 Questions remain about the relationship between the 
contemporary African art world and the international art world, both in terms of the 
art works themselves, and in terms of the artists, curators and institutions involved, 
and how we are to understand the dialogues between them. Here, it is useful to 
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highlight a few key areas of debate, as a foretaste of the discussion that follows in 
later chapters about how art professionals negotiate such issues in their practice. 
 
A good place to start is with the question of the power of curators. The expansion of 
the international art world, and the rise of biennales in particular, have produced 
platforms for a highly visible yet select group of curators within the art world, whose 
influence has arguably at times led to what Paul O’Neill describes as an ‘egocentric, 
patriarchal discursive model’ of engagement.218 As will by now have become clear, 
Okwui Enwezor’s work looms large over the field of contemporary African art in 
terms of both publications and exhibitions, and he has done much to raise the profile 
of contemporary art and artists from Africa; yet for some, his approach comes 
dangerously close to the model that O’Neill describes. For instance, a recent article by 
scholar Sylvester Okwunodu Ogbechie takes issue with what he refers to as 
Enwezor’s ‘curatorial regime’.219 First, Ogbechie argues that Enwezor gives undue 
attention to artists working in diaspora compared with artists based in Africa, giving a 
distorted picture of artistic production from the continent and further marginalising 
artists based there. Second, he suggests that Enwezor ‘incorrectly assume[s] that 
globalization is a neutral context of transnational movements’, when in fact, mobility 
for most artists based in Africa is still extremely circumscribed.220 Ogbechie 
concludes that through the influence of his particular vision of contemporary African 
art, Enwezor is (perhaps unwittingly) in collusion with the mostly sinister forces of 
globalisation, resulting in a largely self-referential field which has become detached 
from Africa itself; in this view, globalisation ‘essentially incorporates the periphery 
(Africa in this instance) within the hegemonic narratives of the center (the West) only 
insofar as African art conforms to Western prescriptions’.221  
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Ogbechie’s arguments here recall the conversations around African photography 
which I discussed earlier in relation to ‘global art histories’, and highlight the extent 
to which debates within the field of contemporary African art coincide with wider 
conversations taking place throughout the art academy, and the potential for 
developing connections between them. From the perspective of cultural geography, 
however, many of the same questions and omissions around geographical ideas 
persist. While I explore these in greater detail in the main body of this research, here I 
want to trace some tentative connections between the field of contemporary African 
art and the debates occurring in the field of art more generally, as well as in cultural 
geography.  
 
First, as Obgechie observes, one of the most important questions animating the 
contemporary African art world today is the question of diaspora artists, and their 
prominence in the field. Ogbechie estimates that in 2010, there were 2500 
‘contemporary African artists’ living and working in the West, but he does not 
explicitly discuss how these artists are identified, nor does he address the question of 
African-American artists or other Black artists (who are presumably not included in 
his count).222 As Richard Powell suggests, connections between ‘black diasporal 
cultures’ in general and ‘African art’ are by no means straightforward.223 ‘Blackness’ 
has in many ways been primarily a relevant feature of social, cultural and political 
lives linked to, but outside, Africa, rather than inside it, and a concern with ‘black 
cultural subjectivity’, as well as the study of ‘black art’, is firmly located within and 
alongside African diaspora studies, rather than African studies.224 However, while the 
manner in/extent to which Africa itself figures in studies of the diaspora varies, 
                                                
222 Ogbechie describes this estimate as ‘extremely generous’. See Ogbechie, ‘The Curator as Culture 
Broker’, no page.  
223 Richard Powell, Black Art: A Cultural History (London: Thames and Hudson, 2007), p. 13. 
224 The earliest ‘black artists’ are often associated with what has been called the ‘Harlem Renaissance’, 
a loose movement and amalgam of individuals in 1920s and 1930s Harlem whose work, while diverse, 
generally contributed to the emergence of a black American ‘visual vocabulary’ and a self-defined 
black American subject. Black people in the United States in the early twentieth-century developed ‘an 
aesthetic spawned by the experience of slavery and seeded with the half-remembered fragments of an 
African past’, a move which was vigorously and politically revitalized during the course of civil rights 
movements in the 1960s. See Mary Schmidt Campbell, ‘Introduction’, in Harlem Renaissance: Art of 
Black America (New York: Abradale Press, 1987), pp. 11-55, p. 13 and p. 15. For discussions of the 
relationship between Black identities, Africa and the African diaspora, see Kadiatu Kanneh, African 
Identities: Race, Nation and Culture in Ethnography, Pan-Africanism and Black Literatures (London 
and New York: Routledge, 1998) and Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double 
Consciousness (London and New York: Verso, 1993). 
 80 
blackness and Africa are necessarily deeply intertwined.225 Much (if not most) art of 
the African diaspora referring to blackness explores it in terms of remembered or 
imagined African roots, and the connections between ‘blackness’, the diasporal 
location of those who engage with and produce this concept, and the status of ‘Africa’ 
within these imaginaries, are clearly highly complex. Such complexities are arguably 
heightened by the rise in increasingly mobile artists whose constantly evolving 
trajectories and connections locate them at once inside and outside Africa and its 
diaspora, and who travel within and beyond the continent both literally and in terms 
of their artistic and political influences. 
 
The question of who counts as an ‘African artist’ is thus clearly open to debate, and 
has been explored in some detail through explorations of individual artists’ work. 
Powell discusses the work of artists who engage with their identities as black people, 
or members of particular nations or ethnic groups, or as Africans, as sources for 
critical reflection and re-writing, rather than overt reference or celebration. In 
particular, he cites the work of British-Nigerian artist Yinka Shonibare as a key 
example, in that it ‘disrupt[s] conventional and non-conventional notions of what it 
mean[s] to be African, British, black, postmodern, or any combination of these’.226 
The exhibition Looking Both Ways: Art of the Contemporary African Diaspora 
(2003), which included Shonibare’s work, examined artists’ responses to the shifting 
geographies and associations brought about by experiences of movement between 
places and cultures, and Flow (2008) explored the complexities of transnational black 
lives as expressed in artistic practice.227 But despite these important platforms, the 
implications of such complex diaspora identities for the geographies of the art world 
itself remain under-explored, especially with regard to how those working in the art 
world conceive of, engage with and critique concepts like ‘diaspora’ in their efforts to 
organise, shape and direct their professional field.228 
 
                                                
225 Manning, ‘Africa and the African Diaspora’, p. 488; see also Kanneh, African Identities. 
226 Yinka Shonibare MBE was born in London and is still based there, but lived in Nigeria between the 
ages of 3 and 16. See Powell, Black Art, p. 235. 
227 Farrell, Looking Both Ways; Kim, Flow. 
228 For a critical discussion of such issues in relation to curatorial approaches to blackness and the 
African diaspora in Britain, the Caribbean and the United States, see Leon Wainwright, ‘New 
Provincialisms: Curating Art of the African Diaspora’, Radical History Review, 103 (2009), 203-213. 
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This leads to a second major geographical theme in the debate, namely globalisation, 
the hyper-mobility of the international contemporary art world, and its resultant 
stratification into those who can access and shape it, and those who can not. Clive 
Kellner observes that ‘[n]umerous artists from Africa and the diaspora locate their 
artistic practice within a globalised network of production and consumption 
incorporating installation, video, new media, performance and photography’, but as 
Ogbechie and others point out, the freedom to do this is still by no means ubiquitous 
among African artists.229 In a 1998 essay, Enwezor discusses the ‘new temporalities 
and spatial configurations many Africans have entered into today’ as a result of 
demographic circulations in the context of globalisation, and in asking how African 
identities are produced in these circumstances, he may be forgiven for falling under 
the spell of the idea of the ‘surging tumult and noise of the millennial clamor for a 
homogenised, and commodified global identity’230. However, his subsequent work 
arguably still falls short of offering an interpretation that fully engages with the 
complex (and by no means homogenised) spatialities of globalisation. 
 
Moreover, as many have pointed out, although the international contemporary art 
world may frequently declare its interest in critical approaches to globalisation, there 
can at times be ‘jarring juxtapositions’ between the attempt to engage with such issues 
and the reality of how such issues impact (or not) on the surroundings in which such 
attempts take place.231 This problem is perhaps related to the ‘coyness’ characteristic 
of some work in the art world on questions of political and geographic specificity, as 
noted earlier in this chapter. In her review and critique of the 1997 Second 
Johannesburg Biennale, which was (perhaps not coincidentally) directed by Okwui 
Enwezor, Becker notes that the event aimed to address the ‘history of globalization by 
exploring how economic imperatives of the last five hundred years have produced 
resilient cultural fusions and disjunctions’.232 However, in her assessment, it was 
arguably ‘isolated from, perhaps ultimately irrelevant to, the political and social 
realities in South Africa at that time’; debates around post-nationalism, diasporic 
                                                
229 Kellner, ‘Notes from Down South’, p. 25. 
230 Okwui Enwezor, ‘Between localism and worldliness’, in Global encounters in the world of art: 
collisions of tradition and modernity, ed. by Ria Lavrijsen (Amsterdam: Royal Tropical Institute, 
1998), pp. 31-40. 
231 Becker, ‘The Second Johannesburg Biennale’, p. 105; see also Stallabrass, ‘Art Incorporated’.  
232 See Becker, ‘The Second Johannesburg Biennale’, p. 102. 
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cultural studies and mobility did not sit well in a South African context which was at 
that time embroiled in the ongoing Truth and Reconciliation Commission and the task 
of building a nation in the aftermath of apartheid.233  
 
Becker’s observations highlight the fact that although themes such as diaspora and 
globalisation may form the central plank of conceptual engagements with artistic 
practice among those within the contemporary African art world, such concerns are 
not always (or in fact rarely) brought to bear on the activities and material situations 
that produce, structure and sustain the field itself. This problem clearly reflects the 
wider paradox I discussed earlier in the chapter, and is characterised by some of the 
same issues; the expressive use of terms such as ‘displacement’, ‘flux’, ‘transition’ 
and ‘transfiguration’ masks a certain coyness about how such phenomena exist in and 
affect people’s lives in the art world.234 Geographical debates around issues including 
the meaning and importance of place, the politics of scale, the location of identity and 
the categorisation of space are thus key in understanding the articulations of the 
contemporary African art world, yet the potential for ideas and methods from critical 
cultural geography to illuminate such issues remains underexplored.  
 
Two recent exhibitions attempting to bring what might be regarded as a ‘geographical 
perspective’ into dialogue with contemporary African art are worth highlighting here, 
to begin to draw out connections with the disciplinary framework outlined at the 
beginning of this chapter, and to illuminate some different geographical pathways that 
are currently being explored in the field. First, the 2010 exhibition GEO-graphics: a 
map of art practices in Africa, past and present appealed to the ‘geographic quality of 
the continent’ to understand Africa’s creative centres in new ways.235 In the 
accompanying publication, artistic director David Adjaye asserts, ‘I believe strongly 
that there are underlying qualities that define the cultures of these geographical 
regions rather than the tribal identities that provide the normal frame of reference’, 
and in his efforts to ‘move beyond national identities’, his approach appears to be in 
                                                
233 See Becker, ‘The Second Johannesburg Biennale’, p. 103. 
234 See for example Olu Oguibe, ‘Time. Space. Movement’, in Cross/ing: Time. Space. Movement, ed. 
by Melissa Ho, Okwui Enwezor and Olu Oguibe (Santa Monica, CA: Smart Art Press, 1998), pp. 10-
12. 
235 David Adjaye’s GEO-graphics: a map of art practices in Africa, past and present, ed. by Emiliano 
Battista, Anne-Marie Bouttiaux, Koyo Kouoh and Nicola Setari (Brussels and Milan: BOZAR EXPO 
and Silvana Editoriale, 2010). 
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tune with critical geographical work that seeks to denaturalise given understandings 
of how place, spatial categories, boundaries and identities interact.236 However, 
Adjaye turns to the ‘underlying qualities’ of environmental factors including topology 
and climate for the grounding of his new perspective, appealing to a rather bounded, 
static and perhaps even deterministic sense of spatiality. He states: ‘I do not see these 
[art] objects as coming from a place called the Congo, but from a region called “the 
forest”. If this kind of premise is valid, one can then start to talk about a series of 
creative centres that are inflected by the geographic context, and have a relationship 
with a particular place and the way in which civilisation has developed there’.237 
While his appreciation of ‘geographic context’ and suspicion of given ‘tribal’ or 
‘national’ categories seem entirely justified, Adjaye’s confidence in the analytic 
meaningfulness of geographical ‘regions’ identified by their environmental conditions 
sets him at odds with current thinking in cultural geography, which as we saw earlier, 
works with more complex concepts of people’s relationship to space and place.  
 
As its name might suggest, another recent exhibition, Tate Modern’s Contested 
Terrains (2011), arguably takes a more subtle view of geography; here, four artists 
from Africa ‘engage with ideas of history and identity that in Africa have long been 
shaped by the claims and disputes of conflicting ideological and economic 
interests’.238 The show makes an interesting claim about the ‘terrains’ in question, 
suggesting that they refer triply to African land, to given historical narratives about 
the continent, and to the space of the exhibition itself: ‘each [artist] underlines the fact 
that the museum itself is a space where ideas and ideologies are asserted 
and questioned’.239 This exhibition perhaps points the way towards a more productive 
dialogue between cultural geography and the contemporary African art world, but 
there is still a long way to go. 
                                                
236 See David Adjaye, ‘Reversing a disconnected heritage’, in David Adjaye’s GEO-graphics: a map of 
art practices in Africa, past and present, ed. by Emiliano Battista, Anne-Marie Bouttiaux, Koyo Kouoh 
and Nicola Setari (Brussels and Milan: BOZAR EXPO and Silvana Editoriale, 2010), pp. 17-21, p. 17, 
p. 18. 
237 The other regions Adjaye identifies are Maghreb, Desert, Sahel, Savannah and grassland, and 
Mountain and highveld. See Adjaye, ‘Reversing a disconnected heritage’, p. 16, p. 17.  
238 The artists involved were Kader Attia, Sammy Baloji, Michael MacGarry and Adolphus Opara. 
See <http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/project-space-contested-terrains> 
[accessed 20th November 2012].  
239 See <http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/project-space-contested-terrains> 
[accessed 20th November 2012]. 
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* 
 
 
In this chapter, I have outlined several frames of reference which intersect around 
questions of geography, art, and contemporary African art. First, I highlighted some 
of the significant features of a geographical perspective, and probed the connections 
between geography and art; I then outlined some approaches to the study of art from a 
worldwide or global perspective, and indicated some of the difficulties of developing 
a framework for bringing these areas together in a way that is at once inclusive, 
critical and sensitive to context. Second, I examined the historical development of the 
‘idea of Africa’, noting the complex politics of representation around the emergence 
of imaginative geographies in both colonial and postcolonial contexts. Third, I gave 
an overview of historical encounters with African art, and various (inter-)disciplinary 
debates attempting to understand them. Fourth, I discussed the field of contemporary 
African art, including exhibitions and related scholarship, and began to trace links 
between debates occurring here and the themes of the previous three parts. 
 
The focus of much of this discussion has been historical, but many of the issues 
covered are of contemporary relevance. As I discussed in the final part of the chapter 
and as I explore in the main body of this research, curators, scholars and artists are 
still grappling with many of the same problems as their predecessors (albeit in 
different ways), particularly concerning questions of universal aesthetics and the 
politics of exhibiting ‘other’ cultures.240 Furthermore, they are also considering these 
issues from different positions that are now much more open to each other’s points of 
view. Disciplinary boundaries have become more fluid and there is communication 
between art historians and critics, curators, anthropologists, museologists and 
historians (though not yet geographers!), not to mention newer disciplines such as 
cultural studies. It is interesting to consider the extent to which those participating in 
                                                
240 For related discussion focused around the exhibition ‘The Short Century’, see LaRay Denzer, ‘The 
Short Century’, Antipode 35(2) (2003), 388-391; Fassil Demissie, ‘Exhibiting and Reimagining 
Africa’, Antipode 35(2) (2003), 403-407; Emmanuel C Eze, ‘The Time and Arts of Africa’s 
Modernity’, Antipode 35(2) (2003), 392-401; Heidi J. Nast, ‘African Modernity and The Short 
Century: A Symposium’, Antipode 35(2) (2003), 385-387.  
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such discussions today are aware of past debates, from within and beyond their own 
disciplines, and incorporate their understandings into their engagements with 
contemporary situations.  
 
A recent example of the significance of this came during a symposium at Tate Britain, 
where art critics, art historians and curators discussed the year 1989 as a turning point 
in art when ‘the criteria for the selection and exhibition of art were questioned and the 
pre-eminence of Western art centres was challenged’, with the programme citing the 
‘radical shifts that took place in the geography and configuration of contemporary art’ 
at this time.241 These ‘shifts’ are clearly connected with debates occurring in 
anthropology, art history and other disciplines at that time, but these links were not 
fully drawn out, and there was little mention of what these configurations were before 
this turning point. Identifying 1989 as a turning point therefore creates a sense of 
change and progress, as is the impulse of much art history, but depends to a certain 
extent on downplaying the kinds of critical aesthetic engagements discussed above, 
such as those starting to occur much earlier on among collectors and anthropologists, 
for example. Scholars of African art perhaps tend to be more aware of the historical 
trajectory of their own field than most art historians, since the question of ‘traditional’ 
versus ‘contemporary’ art requires it of them; the ways in which they approach this 
will be of interest in what follows. 
 
If the creation of art historical narratives is an important thread in the discussion, 
another concerns the tensions turning on the question of context: how far do scholars 
of art need to concern themselves with the wider matrix in which works are 
embedded? Attention to the cultural, historical and political context of works can 
clearly seriously impact on the way in which art from other places is approached and 
interpreted, and in turn, the extent to which certain geographical factors are 
considered relevant. As curator and scholar Okwui Enwezor suggests, in today’s 
interconnected world where different cultures have become proximate and the 
                                                
241 Three key exhibitions from this year were cited as evidence: Magiciens de la Terre, at the Centre 
Pompidou in Paris, The Other Story, at the Hayward Gallery in London, and the Tercera Bienal de la 
Habana (the third Havana Biennial). From personal notes at the symposium Exhibitions and the World 
at Large, at Tate Britain, Friday 3rd April 2009, in conjunction with Afterall (Contemporary Art 
Research and Publishing) and TrAIN (The Research Centre for Transnational Art, Identity and Nation, 
University of the Arts London). See Exhibitions and the World at Large: Programme (Tate Britain, 
2009). 
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conditions of artistic production are ever-more complex, ‘the legacy of Western 
historical avant-garde seems inadequate to do the job of producing a unified theory of 
contemporary art’, but the best way forward through this geographically diverse 
present and future is very much uncertain.242  
 
As I showed in the final part of this chapter, new research is starting to provide a 
framework for researching and understanding contemporary African art. Whether this 
is from historical re-readings of modern African art or new interpretations of 
contemporary African art, both provide a better basis to explore the contemporary and 
its connections with both the modern and the traditional as well as its geographical 
complexities. As Enwezor and Okeke-Agulu note, there are more and more studies in 
art history which ‘expand the available data on practices and discourses’ so that ‘the 
field has been imbued with forms and methods of theoretical, aesthetic, and social 
analysis of a new history of the arts in Africa’.243 In this research, I aim to contribute 
to this project of ‘expanding the available data on practices and discourses’ by 
examining how individuals working with the contemporary African art world 
negotiate geographical concepts and categories, and the significance of this for their 
field and contemporary art more widely, as well as for debates within geography. 
Exactly how to do this is the question to which I turn in the next chapter.
                                                
242 Okwui Enwezor, ‘The Postcolonial Constellation: Contemporary Art in a State of Permanent 
Transition’, Research in African Literatures 34(4) (2003), 57-82. 
243 Enwezor and Okeke-Agulu, Contemporary African art, p. 11.  
 87 
Chapter Three 
 
Researching the world of  
contemporary African art 
 
 
For Sarah Thornton, ‘the art world is not a “system” or a smooth-functioning 
machine, but rather a conflicted cluster of subcultures – each of which embrace 
different definitions of art’.1 These subcultures are made up of people playing various 
different roles – artists, curators, dealers, collectors, auctioneers, critics, scholars – 
and working through a variety of different institutions and networks, who come 
together to negotiate the meanings of art works, the parameters of what constitutes 
‘art’, and the terms of their participation in the art world. As Thornton also notes, the 
‘art world’ is much broader than the ‘art market’, as it includes all activity relating to 
art, whether commercial or not.2 It is this expanded view that I take in this research, as 
I investigate the contemporary African art world, its geographies, and the 
geographical knowledges shaping and shaped by it.  
 
In this chapter, I outline my mixed-method, qualitative approach to researching the 
geographies of the contemporary African art world in three parts. First, I consider my 
methodological approach by critically reflecting on some different perspectives on 
researching art and art worlds; I discuss the insights but also the limitations of object 
and exhibition-based approaches, before outlining the potential of ethnographic 
research in the art world, and explaining the angle I take when bringing it to bear on 
my research topic. Second, I situate the project by explaining in more detail how I 
identify the parameters of the wide-ranging and diverse contemporary African art 
world, and by discussing how I refine my interests within it. Third, I outline the 
                                                
1 Sarah Thornton, Seven Days in the Art World (London: Granta, 2008), p. xix.  
2 Thornton, Seven Days, p. xii. For a more market-driven approach to understanding the contemporary 
African art world, see Lisa Binder, Contemporary African Art in the London Art Market: 1995-2005 
(Unpublished doctoral dissertation, School of World Art Studies and Museology, University of East 
Anglia, 2009); Reading the Contemporary: African Art from Theory to the Marketplace, ed. by Olu 
Oguibe and Okwui Enwezor (London: Institute of International Visual Arts (inIVA), 1999); see also 
Stallabrass, Art Incorporated. 
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methods used during fieldwork, reflecting on the research process and as well as my 
own position as a researcher and participant in the art world. 
 
 
Understanding art worlds 
 
Jim Elkins has observed that participants in the art world, whatever their involvement 
in it, and in spite of their many disagreements, tend to agree that there is something 
‘special’ about art.3 Sarah Thornton agrees, stating that ‘[i]f the art world shared one 
principle, it would probably be that nothing is more important than the art itself’.4 As 
she continues, ‘[s]ome people really believe this; others know it’s de rigueur. Either 
way, the social world surrounding art is often disdained as an irrelevant, dirty 
contaminant’.5 For researchers, such statements raise a plethora of difficult questions: 
how can (or should) contemporary art be studied in its wider setting? Is it more 
interesting to study art works, or the social world in which they are located, and in 
what ways are the two related? Is art best understood by starting from the art objects 
themselves, or by starting from the cultural, political, social and economic contexts in 
which they are produced, displayed and interpreted? Whose interpretations of art are 
the most important in creating art worlds, and can these be understood independently 
of the art works to which they refer? 
 
Such questions are the subject of ongoing debate among those engaging with art from 
a wide range of positions, and as they thread through this project, they reveal the 
nature of a cultural geographical perspective on the art world by highlighting its 
potential and pinpointing some of its challenges. As we saw in chapter two, work 
engaging with art and geography has taken a variety of angles in terms of subject 
matter, and this has led to an equally varied palette of methods for tackling them. In 
the first part of this chapter, I reflect on my approach to some of these tensions by 
                                                
3 From personal notes on conversations with Jim Elkins, October-December 2010. These conversations 
took place during a ten-week ESRC-funded visit to the School of the Art Institute of Chicago (SAIC), 
the purpose of which was to find out how scholars of art might approach my topic. Much of the 
material on ‘global art histories’ in chapter two is drawn from this visit. I worked mostly with Jim 
Elkins and Delinda Collier.  
4 Thornton, Seven Days, p. xiii. 
5 Thornton, Seven Days, p. xiii. 
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way of outlining my methodological approach to studying the geographies of the 
contemporary African art world. First, I consider studies focusing on objects and the 
‘politics and poetics’ of exhibitions, and show that while this work can provide some 
useful pointers, it has less to say about the workings of the art world as a milieu in 
which individuals and institutions operate. Next, therefore, I examine how to 
approach the art world in this way through a discussion of ethnographic research, 
before discussing more closely how I apply this approach to the field of contemporary 
African art. 
 
 
Art, exhibitions and objects 
 
Despite the growing enthusiasm for working with unusual, scattered or de-
institutionalised sites for making and showing art, as I explained in the previous 
chapter, exhibitions are still commonly viewed as the ‘building blocks of art history’, 
so it is unsurprising that their contents, topics and practices have been at the heart of 
much critical work surrounding art and curating.6 A recent exchange between curators 
Okwui Enwezor and Massimiliano Gioni reveals ongoing disagreement over the 
relationship between artworks and the exhibitions and wider art world they appear in, 
and questions of context. For Enwezor, ‘[a]rtworks are part of social and cultural 
systems. They are never independent of the mediating forces (museums, curators, 
audiences, critics, collectors, auctioneers, banks, publishers, galleries, art fairs, 
academies, etc) that ultimately help manifest their powerful and mythic internal 
coherence’.7 Gioni, meanwhile, insists on the value of artworks in their own right, as 
he wonders: ‘[i]s it in its materiality that the art object can transform history itself? Is 
it in its reception or in its institutional position, as Okwui seems to suggest? […] 
                                                
6 Hassan, quoted in Hassan and Okeke-Agulu, ‘The Twenty-First Century’, p. 154. See also Thinking 
about Exhibitions, ed. by Greenberg, Reesa, Bruce W. Ferguson and Sandy Nairne (London: 
Routledge, 1996). 
7 Okwui Enwezor, quoted in ‘Round-table discussion’, in Daniel Birnbaum, Connie Butler, Suzanne 
Cotter, Bice Curiger, Okwui Enwezor, Massimiliano Gioni, Bob Nickas and Hans Ulrich Obrist, 
Defining Contemporary Art: 25 Years in 200 Pivotal Artworks (London: Phaidon Press, 2011), p. 457. 
 90 
[M]any [artists] work to transcend that specific sense of locality that Okwui is making 
reference to’.8  
 
Gioni’s point that art works are often made beyond any straightforwardly bounded 
sense of located meaning and significance, and Enwezor’s insistence on the 
importance of their wider social and cultural context, reveal a fundamental (and 
arguably geographical) tension in the study of art today which forms a refrain 
throughout this project. For now, I want to pursue Enwezor’s suggestion that ‘[e]ach 
work is part of a multiplicity, not a singularity. That is why [the] point about the 
importance of exhibitions […] seems so crucial. Not because the exhibition 
supersedes the work as such, but that it helps construct an analytical structure through 
which we can experience and judge the unique nature of each work’.9 Moreover, as 
the site in which meaning is produced through the encounter of audiences with 
objects, exhibitions offer a number of different starting points for launching 
investigative work. The situation is complex, especially since ‘the critical intentions 
of curators and the visual codes used in exhibitions […] are often inaccessible to 
wider social groups’; moreover, there is no guarantee that an audience will take from 
an exhibition its intended meaning.10 Because of the difficulties of gauging the nature 
of the relationship between museums and their publics, it is commonly argued that 
‘we are on surer ground if we consider what it is a museum aims to deliver through its 
installation strategies and programs’ – that is, exhibitions and their interpretation.11  
 
                                                
8 Massimiliano Gioni, quoted in ‘Round-table discussion’, in Daniel Birnbaum, Connie Butler, 
Suzanne Cotter, Bice Curiger, Okwui Enwezor, Massimiliano Gioni, Bob Nickas and Hans Ulrich 
Obrist, Defining Contemporary Art: 25 Years in 200 Pivotal Artworks (London: Phaidon Press, 2011), 
p. 459. 
9 Okwui Enwezor, quoted in ‘Round-table discussion’, in Daniel Birnbaum et al, Defining 
Contemporary Art, p. 462. 
10 Elizabeth Hallam, ‘Texts, objects and ‘otherness’: Problems of historical process in writing and 
displaying cultures’, in Cultural Encounters: Representing ‘Otherness’, ed. by Elizabeth Hallam and 
Brian V. Street (London and New York: Routledge, 2000), pp. 260-283, p. 281. 
11 Andrew McClellan notes that ‘demographic visitor surveys of the who, what, where, when variety 
leave largely unanswered what people think, feel and learn in front of art’; see Art and its Publics: 
Museum Studies at the Millennium, ed. by Andrew McClellan (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), p. xvi. My 
focus here is principally on the contemporary art world in its professional capacity as an arena in which 
particular geographical knowledges are negotiated, but an in-depth investigation of the different 
strategies used by those in the contemporary African art world in their involvement with their 
audiences – through gallery-based education, for instance – and responses to these would make an 
interesting area for future research. 
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Scholarship on the ‘politics’ and ‘poetics’ of exhibitions is well-established within the 
field of museum studies, and has demonstrated that art objects, material culture and 
the representations they are entangled with are complex yet revealing of certain ways 
of knowing.12 A useful distinction may be made, where ‘politics’ refers to the ways in 
which museum exhibitions are articulated by and implicated in what Michel Foucault 
has referred to as power/knowledge on a broad scale, and ‘poetics’ refers to the spatial 
arrangement and symbolic construction of exhibitions themselves.13 The balance 
between the two is a matter of personal preference; while some prefer to emphasise 
the wider political discourses in which institutional interests are embedded, others 
argue that this can ‘slip into an approach that criticises an exhibit as a ‘distorting 
mirror’, which presents a skewed version of the ‘true’ past, when in fact there are 
‘multiple, competing versions of the past, all of which use poetics and rhetoric in 
different ways’.14 Overall, instead of simply displaying information and artefacts in a 
neutral and logical fashion, therefore, museums are seen as constituted by a 
constellation of different interests which come together to create meaning by 
mobilising the objects they display in particular ways. The meanings produced in 
exhibitionary space as a result of different parties’ interactions and negotiations 
therefore bear the traces of multiple viewpoints and power positions, and exist not as 
natural or transparent ‘facts’ but as intricate and value-laden constructions.15  
 
The cultural, political and ethical dilemmas and tensions involved in representing 
‘others’ and (or by) putting their art and objects on display, throw questions of the 
relationship between objects, exhibitions and meanings into sharp relief. Thanks to 
postcolonial scholarship and also what Andrew McClellan describes as the 
‘deconstructive impulses of postmodernism’, work on museums and the practice of 
exhibiting has in recent years become increasingly self-aware, and has critically 
                                                
12 While such work has mostly come out of discussions about the display of ‘traditional arts’ of ‘other 
cultures, the core issues at stake here are increasingly discussed in contemporary art circles too. See 
Ivan Karp and Steven Lavine, eds, Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of Museum Display 
(Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991); Henrietta Lidchi, ‘The poetics and politics of 
exhibiting other cultures’, in Representation: cultural representations and signifying practices, ed. by 
Stuart Hall (London: Sage, 1997), pp. 151-222; Shelley Ruth Butler, ‘The Politics of Exhibiting 
Culture: Legacies and Possibilities’, Museum Anthropology 23 (2000), 74-92.  
13 Michael Crang, ‘On display: the poetics, politics and interpretation of exhibitions’, in Cultural 
geography in practice, ed. by Alison Blunt, Pyrs Gruffudd, Jon May, Miles Ogborn and David Pinder 
(London: Arnold, 2003), pp. 255-268. 
14 Crang, ‘On display’, p. 256. 
15 Lidchi, ‘The poetics and politics’; see also Crang, ‘On display’. 
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engaged with issues such as identity, authorship, legibility and power in the 
production of knowledge.16 As I discussed in chapter two, this way of thinking about 
exhibiting other cultures has led some scholars to reconsider exhibitions from the 
past, in order to uncover the ways in which particular ideas and ideologies concerning 
issues such as race, empire and identity were mobilised through exhibiting practices 
in order to engage and educate various publics, and to enrol them as participants in the 
associated discourses that underpinned British imperial power and nationhood.17 
Questions of power are clearly central in deciding the final outcome from numerous 
exhibitionary possibilities, and take on extra potency when the exhibition involves the 
display of objects by an ‘other’ culture.18  
 
Cultural geographers have taken up such issues, particularly in relation to debates 
around material culture, objects and the geographies they trace within wider 
institutional structures. Focusing on exhibitions, Michael Crang proposes the idea of 
‘micro-geographies’, through which exhibitions convince their audiences of certain 
ideas or ways of thinking.19 Jude Hill takes a different approach by tracing the paths 
of ‘travelling objects’ from the Wellcome Collection in London, and unravelling the 
implications of their journey to what is now known as the Fowler Museum at the 
University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA), in 1965-66.20 By exploring the 
different ways in which the objects were presented, interpreted and manipulated in 
different contexts, Hill shows how their meanings changed according to the historical 
and geographical context in which they were placed, and unravels the complex 
relationships between ethnographic or art objects and their meanings, agency, places, 
collections and collectors. One of Hill’s key points is that objects themselves can 
exercise a kind of secondary agency through their conjunctions with particular human 
associates.21 In this case, the presence of the Wellcome objects at the UCLA museum 
                                                
16 McClellan, Art and its Publics, p. xvi. 
17 Coombes, Reinventing Africa. 
18 Clarke, ‘From Theory to Practice’. For discussion in the context of Latin American art, see Mari 
Carmen Ramírez, ‘Brokering identities: art curators and the politics of cultural representation’, in 
Thinking about Exhibitions, ed. by Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W. Ferguson and Sandy Nairne (London 
and New York: Routledge, 1996)  pp. 21-38. 
19 Crang, ‘On display’, p. 256. 
20 Jude Hill, ‘Travelling objects: the Wellcome collection in Los Angeles, London and beyond’. 
Cultural Geographies 13 (2006), 340-366. 
21 In making these arguments, she draws extensively on Alfred Gell, Art and agency: an 
anthropological theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998). 
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lent it prestige and enhanced its institutional status, and the objects ‘took on a form of 
agency within the context of performative exchange and re-collection’.22  
 
Hill’s careful analysis demonstrates the important contributions of a geographical 
perspective when examining collecting and exhibiting practices, and shows some of 
the ways in which debates about objects, meanings and their geographies can be 
traced within a specific empirical setting. Moreover, she argues that that it is not 
simply a matter of mapping the origins and destinations of objects, but of recognising 
that ‘the establishment and ongoing lives of collections are intrinsically spatial 
processes’.23 These points, and Crang’s ‘micro-geographies’, are echoed by Rebecca 
Duclos in her discussion of ‘[t]he cartographies of collecting’, where she suggests that 
collections and exhibitions can be invested with ‘cartographic power’, gesturing to 
landscapes and environments beyond themselves and taking viewers on a journey of 
discovery, by metonymically and metaphorically embodying particular places and 
times.24 She further notes that this power can be manipulated in different ways, and 
has historically been applied through colonial collecting practices that categorised, 
interpreted and managed colonised lands and peoples usually in the interests of the 
colonisers. As we saw in chapter two, in the case of Africa, art objects from the 
continent have been enrolled in these kinds of processes for well over a hundred 
years, first in ‘ethnographic’ museums, and later in exhibitions, both of which 
purported to shed new light on African art but both of which in fact revealed far more 
about Western perceptions of the continent than about African art itself. 
 
Such research provides some useful methodological starting points for investigating 
art worlds, as it demonstrates the importance of seeing objects, exhibitions and the 
institutions they circulate in as arenas of negotiation, in which geographical concepts 
and imaginaries can play a prominent role.25 Hill’s work echoes the arguments made 
by Gioni about the importance of the object, and raises questions about agency in 
museums and other art institutions; if art objects themselves can be seen as exerting 
                                                
22 Hill, ‘Travelling objects’, p. 361. 
23 Hill, ‘Travelling objects’, p. 340. 
24 Rebecca Duclos, ‘The cartographies of collecting’, in Museums and the future of collecting, ed. by 
Simon J. Knell (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 1999),  pp. 84-101, p. 86. 
25 See also chapter two’s discussion of Neate, ‘Provinciality and the art world’ and Morris, ‘The 
cultural geographies’. 
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influence, the role of the artist, curator and others may be called into question. 
Further, as indicated in chapter two, there has been some important research exploring 
how contemporary artists have directly and indirectly participated in debates about 
engaging with and curating the ‘other’ through their practice, whether in the past or 
present.26 The artist Meschac Gaba, for instance, has engaged with such issues 
through his ‘Museum of Contemporary African Art’, a nomadic and virtual museum 
which disrupts assumptions about contemporary African art and how it can or should 
be displayed.27 Recent critical work in art history has also raised the possibility of an 
‘artistic antidote’ to uncritical and misconceived notions of inclusion/exclusion, 
difference and the spatial politics of the art world more widely, using artworks, 
artistic practice and exhibitions as a starting point for interrogating constructions of 
difference within the art world.28  
 
Indeed, in conducting research explicitly focusing on the ‘art world’ as opposed to 
simply ‘art’, one of my major challenges in this project has been that in focusing on 
the social side of the contemporary African art world, the art works themselves are 
inevitably sidelined, with the resultant risk that the research becomes less interesting 
not only to art scholars, but also to the artists and curators themselves. This is perhaps 
especially problematic in a field which is under-researched and considered by many to 
be ‘peripheral’ to mainstream interests. It is one thing to self-consciously limit the 
remit of a project to the discursive negotiation of ‘Africa’ within the art world, but it 
is quite another to write about the production and negotiation of artistic value in a way 
that ascribes significance to concepts such as the power dynamics of imaginative 
geographies, while at the same time playing down notions of inherent aesthetic value 
or of visual communication which are so central to many of the individuals and 
institutions concerned, and which inform their participation in the field. This point 
was brought home to me with some force by one of my interviewees, who said, 
 
Because [art historians] don’t spend time with artists, and because they are not artists, they 
tend to think that you can abstract art, and that you can discuss art without the artist. I said, no, 
                                                
26 For some critical reflections revealing the challenges of such work, see Hallam, ‘Texts, objects and 
‘otherness’; see also Ramírez, ‘Brokering identities’. 
27 Meschac Gaba, Museum of Contemporary African Art (Amsterdam: Artimo, 2001). 
28 Wainwright, ‘Closer Encounters’, p. 468. For research focusing on Caribbean artists such as Aubrey 
Williams and Frank Bowling in this regard, see Leon Wainwright, Timed out. 
 95 
you don’t do that. It’s arrogance. You don’t respect the artist enough, he’s not important. 
[USN, 2010] 
 
I felt keenly this frustration that artists’ perspectives are rarely given the prominence 
that they deserve, and therefore made a point of talking with artists as well as 
curators, gallerists and others in the field. Instead of ‘abstracting’ the art – whether 
through a strictly formalist or a strictly social-contextual approach – I took a critical 
stance when examining the relationships between artworks, artists, scholarship and 
the professional field. As my fieldwork progressed, I was pleasantly surprised by the 
interest of almost all my interviewees in the topic of my investigations, and also, as 
later chapters demonstrate, by the extent to which they had already thought in depth 
about many of the topics I raised with them. 
 
In the previous chapter, I also raised the idea that work focusing primarily on art 
objects, exhibitions and collections has less to say on the exact nature of the 
negotiations between people and institutions that go into making, displaying, selling 
or writing about such works in various different contexts. Criticism of finished 
exhibitions and other projects is routine, but museum and gallery professionals may 
be rarely called upon to describe and reflect on their working practices in detail.29 As 
Michael Crang suggests, in telling us stories about the world, ‘political and 
ideological decisions tend to be screened’ by museums so that they often ‘produce an 
authoritative discourse by hiding the marks of its production’.30 Examining the end 
result of these processes – that is, exhibitions – or even following objects through 
them can only give a partial sense of how decisions get made, and what factors 
influence them. In this sense, while it is important to address the stories (the 
exhibitions), one way of understanding the wider context they emerge from is to also 
identify the storyteller(s), and think about how they decide which stories to tell.31   
                                                
29 It is now becoming more common for curators and artists to critically reflect on their practice and 
collaborative processes in blogs which accompany specific exhibitions. A good example is a blog post 
by Dr Maria Balshaw, Director of Manchester City Galleries and the Whitworth Art Gallery, about her 
trip to Dakar to attend the Dakar Biennale, Dak’Art, in preparation for the multi-site exhibition We 
Face Forward: Art From West Africa Today, which took place in Manchester, 2nd June – 16th 
September 2012. See Maria Balshaw, ‘Twin Track Dakar’, available at 
<http://www.wefaceforward.org/blog/2012/05/31/twin-track-dakar> [accessed 2nd October 2012]. 
30 Crang, ‘On display’, p. 257.  
31 While I do not pursue an object-focused approach here, this would create interesting avenues for 
further research within the field of contemporary African art. For existing object-focused studies 
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Here, then, given the broad scope of my research questions – which consider the 
‘world’ of African art in general, rather than just the art and the exhibitions – I am 
interested in developing an account which extends beyond the boundaries of 
collections or museums, which positions them in their wider context, and which takes 
into account how individuals negotiate these complexities in their everyday practices. 
As I discussed at the beginning of the chapter, the art world can be understood as a 
field of negotiation between different interests, which set out, re-shape and stretch its 
structuring concepts and ideas in different ways over time, across a range of locations, 
and on different scales. However, there has been little qualitative work investigating 
the diverse workings of the contemporary art world from a cultural perspective. 
Interview-based studies have tended to either have an economic focus, or recount the 
histories of specific artistic movements, and rarely are gallerists called upon to give an 
account of their working practices, nor is their role in shaping and promoting artists 
commonly acknowledged, let alone analysed.32 While the growing body of literature 
on curating offers increasingly thoughtful reflections, first-hand accounts have not 
always been sufficiently critical or contextualised within wider material and 
conceptual issues.33  
 
In addition to general theoretical discussion, then, more research is needed to identify 
specific institutional and professional practices, and to examine how individuals 
negotiate the practical and personal challenges that such issues present. Clémentine 
Deliss suggested in 1994 that ‘[w]e need to hear more direct accounts from artists 
                                                                                                                                       
focusing mostly on ‘traditional’ African art, see Christopher B. Steiner, African Art in Transit 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994) and African Material Culture, ed. by Mary Jo Arnoldi, 
Christraud M. Geary and Kris L. Hardin (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 
1996). See also Hill, ‘Travelling objects’. 
32 From personal notes made during conversations with Jim Elkins, Autumn 2010, Chicago. Exceptions 
include Otto Karl Werckmeister’s The Making of Paul Klee’s Career, which considers Klee’s career as 
a historical process, highlighting the roles played by the artist, his dealers and the wider art world, and 
the public, in shaping his artistic persona and reputation; and Andrea Bellini’s more recent book 
Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Gallerists But Were Afraid to Ask, which presents brief 
interviews with gallerists from around the world (although none in Africa) about the origins of their 
businesses, their approach to working with artists and collectors, and their views on the art world more 
generally. See Otto Karl Werckmeister, The Making of Paul Klee’s Career, 1914-1920 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1989); and Andrea Bellini, Everything You Always Wanted to Know 
About Gallerists But Were Afraid to Ask (Zurich: Jrp/Ringier, 2009). 
33 As Paul O’Neill argues, until recently, instead of critical and self-reflexive discussion there has 
arguably been ‘significant attention to insubstantial and personalised responses by curators on the 
subject of their own rarefied practice’. O’Neill, The Culture of Curating,  p. 46. 
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who have been part of the debate on contemporary African art since Magiciens de la 
Terre and who are currently involved in major art exhibitions, biennials and art fairs’; 
despite the growing body of work outlined in chapter two, I would argue that this is 
still the case, and extend Deliss’ argument to include curators, gallerists and others in 
the art world.34 Responding  to Deliss’ call, this research turns to ethnography as a 
tool to bring out some of these accounts. 
 
 
Ethnography in the art world 
 
For Pierre Bourdieu, positions within a field such as the art world are established 
through its own internal logic, and strategies aimed at navigating the field ‘arise not 
from acts of individual will, but from the operation of embodied dispositions, or 
habitus, within a particular field’; he thus plays down the role of intention, and 
suggests that even while they may ‘struggle’ to achieve certain positions, those 
playing the art world ‘game’ should not be seen as in control of their movements 
within it.35 For researchers and critics of the contemporary art world, however, it is 
difficult to bring such an approach to bear on grounded interpretations of 
manoeuvring within the field, which make a point of taking into account artists’ and 
curators’ stated opinions and intentions. There is much to be gained from examining 
individual cases of artists and others who have engaged with issues in the art worlds 
they encountered, and have responded to them in their creative and professional 
practices. For instance, in her discussion of the early-twentieth-century Nigerian 
painter Aina Onabolu, Everlyn Nicodemus suggests that his works in so-called 
European styles of portraiture were ‘not a colonial implant but an appropriation made 
in revolt against the imperial masters, who simply thought Africans not capable of 
easel-painting’; further, she proposes that Onabolu ‘consciously built the basis for [a 
                                                
34 Clémentine Deliss, ‘Free fall – freeze frame: Africa, exhibitions, artists’, in Thinking about 
exhibitions, ed. by Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W. Ferguson and Sandy Nairne (London: Routledge, 
1996), pp. 275-294, p. 282. 
35 Joe Painter ‘Pierre Bourdieu’, in Thinking Space, ed. by Mike Crang and Nigel Thrift (London: 
Routledge, 2000), pp. 239-259, p. 246. 
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new chapter in art] by exhibiting and publishing essays about it and introducing it 
through art education in the schools of Lagos’.36  
 
In a similar way, but drawing on interviews and ethnography, Maruška Svašek shows 
how Ghanaian contemporary artists have shaped their own artistic identities in 
response to processes of colonisation, decolonisation and postcolonialism. As she 
argues, they have ‘used  strategically existing stereotypes of Ghanaian identity and 
style in an attempt to cope with the harsh conditions on both local and global art 
markets’.37 This is not to say that they have succeeded in overturning the Western 
dominance of the art world, but rather, to acknowledge the ‘power struggles inherent 
to art production in the context of a global artworld’.38 It is not only artists but also 
curators who engage with such battles over positioning and power. The interplay 
between individual agency and broader structural factors is also raised in Sylvester 
Okwunodu Ogbechie’s critique of the curatorial practice of Okwui Enwezor, for 
instance, whom Ogbechie blames for the ‘total co-optation’ of certain favoured artists 
by ‘the engine of post-industrial Western capitalism’.39 The extent to which individual 
actors can be attributed intentionality thus remains a source of some disagreement 
among theorists of the art world, and an unresolved tension running through this 
research. Here, I proceed on the assumption that people working with contemporary 
African art can and do formulate opinions and act according to them, yet I also remain 
aware of the wider patterns and social forces that shape them. 
 
If understanding how people work with contemporary African art is the aim, then 
sociologist Sarah Thornton’s exposé of the workings of the contemporary art world 
                                                
36 Everlyn Nicodemus, ‘Bourdieu out of Europe?’, in Reading the Contemporary: African Art from 
Theory to the Marketplace, ed. by Olu Oguibe and Okwui Enwezor (London: Institute of International 
Visual Arts (inIVA), 1999), pp. 75-87, p. 78, my emphasis. The author refers here to Kojo Fosu, 20th 
Century Art of Africa (Zaria: Gaskiya Corporation, 1986), which in turn refers to a PhD thesis by Ola 
Oloidi. 
37 Maruška Svašek, ‘Identity and Style in Ghanaian Artistic Discourse’, in Contesting Art: Art, Politics 
and Identity in the Modern World, ed. by Jeremy MacClancy (Oxford: Berg, 1997), pp. 27-61.  
38 Svašek, ‘Identity and Style’, p. 55. 
39 Ogbechie concludes: ‘[Enwezor’s] curatorial practice to date constructed the conditions for a new 
appropriation of the “Other” by the West, in a manner similar to modernism’s appropriation of African 
and other “non-Western” arts at the beginning of the 20th century’. See Ogbechie, ‘The Curator as 
Culture Broker’, no page. 
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offers some valuable methodological starting points.40 As she notes, ‘[e]thnography is 
a multi-perspectival method ideally suited to understanding the way art gathers 
meaning as it moves through a conflicted world’.41 In fact, her focus is not so much 
on the ‘art’ but on the process of ‘gathering meaning’ – using ethnographic methods, 
she reveals the different perspectives, positions and protagonists shaping the 
contemporary art world. Thornton draws extensively on interviews with key figures, 
but also her own experiences as an observer and/or participant in the art world she is 
studying, and I draw inspiration from her approach in my own project, by immersing 
myself and participating in the contemporary African art world.  
 
In Behind the Scenes at the Science Museum, another account of ethnographic 
research this time in a specific institution, Sharon Macdonald examines the ways in 
which knowledge is translated to the public through various display strategies, and 
highlights the tensions, debates, negotiations and complexities of this process at a 
variety of scales, from individual attitudes to the ‘broader cultural ‘moment’’ in which 
they are embedded.42 Crucially for my purposes, she also reflects in some depth on 
her experiences conducting an ethnography of a museum. As she notes, this open and 
self-reflexive approach is all too rare in such studies, which have tended to gloss over 
the practicalities of doing ethnography, and as I discussed above, as a result, have 
tended to offer interpretations based on finished displays rather than looking at what 
actually ‘goes on’ in order to produce them. For Macdonald, notions of exactly who 
(or what) produces the representations put on display in museums are often poorly 
formed, and attributed to entities such as the ‘institution’, the ‘state’, or ‘ideology’, 
without sufficient detail about how this occurs. In contrast, her approach – and mine – 
relies on close examination of the processes of negotiation between particular actors 
in specific contexts, and the ways in which ‘authorship is distributed’.43 Only by 
taking this approach will the complexities of the production of meaning, through 
                                                
40 Thornton looks in particular at the international contemporary art world during the boom following 
the turn of the millennium and before the global economic downturn. See Thornton, Seven Days. 
41 Thornton, Seven Days, p. 266. 
42 Sharon Macdonald, Behind the Scenes at the Science Museum (Oxford and New York: Berg, 2002), 
p. 6. 
43 Macdonald, Behind the Scenes, p. xi. In this regard, like Hill, she recognises the value of remaining 
open to the idea that objects as well as humans can have agency, as this does more ‘empirical justice’ 
to the everyday situations found in museums.  
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disagreements, compromises, omissions, (mis)interpretations and practical and 
conceptual constraints, come to light. 
 
If museums and their practice are to a large extent to do with relationships and 
negotiations between different individuals and groups, a central part of my 
methodological strategy lay in identifying whose roles and influences I was interested 
in (and how they are connected), and which informants or sources have the 
right/ability to speak for wider groups.44 Artists, curators, other museum staff, art 
critics, art historians, collectors and academics were the most suitable people to target, 
whether as interviewees or objects of/participants in ethnographic research, or as 
writers of relevant texts (books, articles, internet sources). These written sources form 
a vital source where direct observation or face-to-face contact was not possible, not 
only to gain an insight into the views of particular individuals or groups, but also as a 
way of tracing the circulations and negotiations of ideas and debates producing 
particular geographical knowledges beyond the space of the exhibition. Attention to 
notions of cultural ‘texts’ or representations is also important, provided that they are 
not read in simplistic ways, and are fully contextualised and situated within a critical 
approach to wider processes and practices of meaning construction.45 As Macdonald 
notes, it is important to contextualise studies of museums within the ‘web of 
institutions and concerns’ within which they sit and are interpreted.46  
 
This kind of distributed or ‘multi-sited’ approach appears to go against some of the 
traditional goals of ethnography, which has usually been seen as focused around 
developing intimate knowledge of the local and everyday; yet as George E. Marcus 
demonstrates, a multi-sited approach offers distinct advantages when attempting to 
engage with the complexities of interlocking systems of signification and processes 
operating at different scales.47 As he explains, a multi-sited ethnography can ‘discover 
new paths of connection and association by which traditional ethnographic concerns 
                                                
44 Moira G. Simpson, Making Representations: Museums in the Post-Colonial Era (London and New 
York: Routledge, 1996). 
45 Macdonald, Behind the Scenes. 
46 Macdonald, Behind the Scenes, p. 15. 
47 George E. Marcus, ‘Ethnography in/of the World System: The Emergence of Multi-Sited 
Ethnography’, in Ethnography Through Thick and Thin, ed. by George E. Marcus (Princeton, New 
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1998)  pp. 79-104. 
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with agency, symbols and everyday practices can continue to be expressed on a 
differently configured spatial canvas’.48  
 
In practical terms, as suggested above, such an approach entails ‘following’ a number 
of different entities through the research context: things or objects, people, metaphors, 
stories, biographies and conflicts all featured as potential sources of information 
which may be tracked in their movements in and between different ‘sites’.49 As 
Macdonald acknowledges, attempting to keep track of multiple strands of activity and 
movement can result in the researcher needing to take quick decisions, act 
spontaneously, react to unexpected situations and balance conflicting interests.50 It is 
also important to recognise the researcher herself as a ‘site’ within this field: ‘multi-
sited fieldwork is… always conducted with a keen awareness of being within the 
landscape, and as the landscape changes across sites, the identity of the ethnographer 
requires renegotiation’.51  
 
 
Researching the geographies of the African art world 
 
As discussed in the previous chapter, engagement with geographical themes in writing 
and talking about art world has become increasingly common, but arguably remains 
unclear in its approach. Within the contemporary African art world specifically, there 
has been considerable discussion of concepts such as ‘globalisation’, ‘Africa’, 
‘borders’ and ‘networks’, yet while there has been much valuable debate here, it has 
at times been anecdotal or abstract in nature. In this research, a mixed-method 
ethnographic strategy allows me to explore such issues in depth, by interviewing key 
actors in the field, and conducting wider ethnographic work probing the institutions 
and networks they are embedded in. By directly focusing on the negotiation of 
geographical ideas – principally the idea of ‘Africa’ – I offer new insights into how 
the contemporary African art world collectively handles geographical problems and 
paradoxes, and as well as the material geographies of how this occurs. 
                                                
48 Marcus, ‘Ethnography in/of the World System’, p. 82. 
49 Marcus, ‘Ethnography in/of the World System’; Macdonald, Behind the Scenes. 
50 Macdonald, Behind the Scenes. 
51 Marcus, ‘Ethnography in/of the World System’, p. 97. 
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To implement my ethnographic strategy, my first task was to identify suitable 
interviewees, as well as institutions, networks, events and other sources that would 
enable me to set their comments in a wider context. This involved developing an 
understanding of the channels of communication and interconnections between 
different ‘sites’ within the contemporary African art world, which included museums 
and galleries, but also universities and other research institutions, publishing houses 
and cultural organisations, as well as more transient bodies such as conference 
delegations or festivals. I identified institutions dealing with African art, principally 
museums and galleries; particular exhibitions within these institutions; and other sites 
including temporary gatherings such as conferences, and private collections of 
contemporary African art, which intersect with them in terms of participants and 
subject matter. I discuss the locations of these sites and the parameters of the 
fieldwork in more detail in the following section. 
 
Alongside my ethnographic fieldwork, other useful sources were journals, books, 
magazines and exhibition catalogues about contemporary African art. With the rise of 
curating as a profession, more and more critical discussion has emerged about the 
opportunities, challenges and responsibilities it presents.52 Curatorial writing 
paradoxically elevates the power of textual over visual forms, but is also increasingly 
a platform for self-aware and critical work seeking to denaturalise the role of words 
and text, especially in interpreting exhibitions.53 As we saw in the previous chapter, 
the curators responsible for most major exhibitions of contemporary art from Africa 
are often also the ones taking the lead in the scholarly debates surrounding them; 
moreover, interviews with artists are also commonly included in monographs, 
catalogues, journals and websites. As such, publications and other written materials 
are good sources for finding out about the practice and experiences of people working 
in the field of contemporary art, and provide some useful background material in the 
chapters that follow. In this project, materials were chosen with respect to their 
relevance to my research questions, rather than any attempt to be ‘representative’ or to 
                                                
52 See for example O’Neill, The Culture of Curating; Cautionary Tales: Critical Curating, ed. by 
Steven Rand and Heather Kouris (New York: apexart, 2007). 
53 Elizabeth Hallam, ‘Texts, objects and ‘otherness’: Problems of historical process in writing and 
displaying cultures’, in Cultural Encounters: Representing ‘Otherness’, ed. by Elizabeth Hallam and 
Brian V. Street (London and New York: Routledge, 2000), pp. 260-283, p. 270.  
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collect a certain number of sources.54 I accessed these materials in libraries and 
archives, as well as making use of online resources where possible.  
 
 
Situating the research 
 
The contemporary African art world incorporates a wide variety of differently-
positioned individuals and institutions, connected with one another through networks 
of communication through which art works, people and ideas circulate. In this project, 
while I aim to draw some conclusions about the field in general, and in chapters four 
and five I offer an overview of some of its principal sites and components, I do not 
attempt to offer a comprehensive survey of every artist, curator and museum whose 
activities have been included in discussions around contemporary African art. To do 
so would be impossible in such a diverse, complex and fast-moving field, and would 
do little to address my research questions. Instead, starting from my location in 
London, I make critically-informed, targeted forays into the field, exploring a variety 
of sources, following paths and making calculated leaps of association to illuminate 
the nature of the geographical within the field of contemporary African art. This 
section explores how I situate the research in this respect, as well as how I consider 
my position within the project. 
 
‘Contemporary African art’ refers to an international field of artistic and scholarly 
work, and at its centre lies a geographical location – the African continent – that is 
both real and imagined. In chapter two, I discussed the importance of the ‘idea of 
Africa’, and as I show in subsequent chapters, debates around this idea cannot be 
easily separated from those exploring and defining the purpose and scope of the field 
of contemporary African art itself. Even so, for the purposes of doing research, it was 
important to determine a guiding structure in order to navigate the field and identify 
the places and moments which would be most informative for this study. Taking 
                                                
54 Fran Tonkiss, ‘Analysing Discourse’, in Representing Society and Culture, ed. by Clive Seale 
(London: Sage, 1998), pp. 245-260.  
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‘contemporary African art’ as a field, then, I needed to consider its geographical 
scope and composition, and select appropriate areas for research within it. 
 
In the first place, ‘Africa’ is of course at the symbolic centre of this project, but most 
of the research was undertaken in the ‘West’. This decision was not taken lightly; 
given the severely under-researched nature of art and its institutions in Africa, a 
project developing grounded information about this in a specific national or local 
context could have been extremely rewarding.55 In addition, despite the longstanding 
neglect of such work, it need not be seen as parochial or limited; as mentioned in 
chapter two, vital research now emerging in art history shows how studying art worlds 
in ‘marginal’ areas can in fact illuminate and challenge the nature of the discussion 
occurring at the ‘heart’ of the discipline, as well as the relationship between the two.56 
Such work speaks to the debates around how to build ‘global art histories’ outlined 
earlier, and also echoes ongoing work in geography and other disciplines which 
emphasises the need for overcoming the Western bias of most theorising.57  
 
Nevertheless, a number of factors contributed to making European and North 
American locations the most appropriate places to focus my activities, in the context 
of my research aims at the time of their conception. Underlying my approach to these 
issues was an awareness of my own position as a British researcher, based in London, 
with no particular connection to Africa. From one perspective, but not one that I hold, 
this lack of connection might qualify me to act as a disinterested ‘objective’ 
researcher; from another, equally problematic perspective, this lack of 
connection might be seen to disqualify me from ‘speaking’ for others. Yet if place, 
identity and belonging are understood as mutable and interconnected, as geographers 
have been arguing for some time, it is unclear to me how such arguments (in either 
case) could reasonably be upheld. Indeed, it is the processes through which such 
boundaries and differences are negotiated – in life, as well as in research – that I find 
                                                
55 For examples of work addressing this gap, see Elizabeth Harney, In Senghor's shadow: art, politics, 
and the avant-garde in Senegal, 1960-1995 (Durham, N. C. and London: Duke University Press, 
2004); The Nsukka Artists and Nigerian Contemporary Art, ed. by Simon Ottenberg, (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 2002); Sue Williamson, South African Art Now (New York: Harper 
Design, 2009). 
56 Wainwright, Timed Out. 
57 For related arguments from within geography relating to urban contexts in Africa and elsewhere, see 
Jenny Robinson, Ordinary Cities: Between Modernity and Development (London: Routledge, 2006). 
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most compelling. In formulating this project, however, I was also conscious of the 
paradox nicely articulated by Nicholas Thomas, when he suggests that research 
claiming to reveal ‘other’ cultures in a new light has in fact ‘frequently affirmed the 
values and precedence of the centre, under the guise of taking a “genuine”, critical 
interest in the different spaces of the exotic’.58 As we saw in chapter two, the task of 
developing knowledge about Africa that begins on its own terms and not in relation to 
pre-existing Western discourses is an ongoing challenge; but it is not one which can 
easily be addressed in a doctoral project based in London, nor one which would 
advance my interests in understanding contemporary African art as a field that may be 
‘about’ Africa, yet is by no means coincident with it geographically and operates 
through a range of locations and interconnections. Therefore, although it does address 
certain aspects of art scenes in African countries, particularly in chapter four, this 
project is wary of making claims about Africa (or any part of it) in its own right, and 
instead concentrates on issues that I do feel are within the ambit of a cultural 
geographer based in a university in London. The geographical scope of my research 
also closely reflects a number of the field’s own characteristics. 
 
First, investigating the geographies of contemporary African art with regard to the 
wider contemporary art world requires a focus on the locations where conversations 
and practices relating to these matters take place, and these locations are largely still 
concentrated outside Africa. Arts institutions and events within Africa are growing 
rapidly in number and complexity, and several of them are discussed here briefly, if 
not in the depth they deserve.59 Such platforms should be seen as increasingly global 
in scope and as existing in dialogue with those in the West, and not in isolation; as I 
discuss later on, it was partly with this in mind that I attended the Rencontres 
Biennale of African Photography in Bamako, Mali, in 2011, in order to explore how 
questions of internationalism in contemporary art play out in African locations. 
Nevertheless, in the context of the international contemporary art world, arguably the 
majority of high-profile exhibitions, fairs, conferences, auctions and other events to 
do with contemporary African art still take place in specific locations in Europe and 
                                                
58 Nicholas Thomas, Colonialism’s culture, p. 6. 
59 This was one of the particular challenges of this project; during the course of the research, the field 
of contemporary African art expanded dramatically, especially due to the emergence of small, often 
artist-run organisations. For further discussion of this and a summary of some of these platforms, see 
chapter five.  
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North America.60 The contemporary art world is made up of ‘art capitals’ like New 
York, London and Berlin, and although it has become more polycentric, art 
communities in ‘places like Glasgow, Vancouver, and Milan [are] hinterlands to the 
extent that the artists working in them have often made an active choice to stay there’; 
and despite further diversification in the art world since Sarah Thornton wrote this in 
2008, her argument is still essentially true.61 This is a reflection of the historical Euro-
American dominance of contemporary art at a global level, and the fact that although 
things are rapidly changing, contemporary art and art scenes in many other parts of 
the world, perhaps especially Africa, have some way to go before they will be seen as 
major players, or even as equal partners, in the international scene. Throughout this 
project I aim to investigate some of the reasons why this is the case, and to unpick the 
discursive negotiations which continue to reshape and reposition art scenes at a 
variety of scales.  
 
Another broad concern is what might be called the linguistic geographies of the 
contemporary African art world, which point to the spatialities of Anglophone and 
Francophone work and approaches. The two main languages used to talk and write 
about contemporary art from Africa in an international context are English and 
French. This is unsurprising given that the British and the French were the two most 
significant colonial powers in Africa, and that English and French are the working and 
academic languages used in the United States, Britain and France, where much of the 
                                                
60 Engagement with contemporary art from Africa beyond Africa, Europe and North America is 
growing, and increasingly intersects with the expanding web of interconnections making up the 
international contemporary art system. For instance, Japan-based scholar Yukiya Kawaguchi has 
spearheaded exhibitions and publications on contemporary African art within and beyond Japan, 
involving international collaborations and exchanges with centres in Africa, including CCA, Lagos and 
the Dakar Biennale. His exhibitions have included An Inside Story: African Art of Our Time, at 
Setagaya Art Museum in Tokyo and five other museums of modern art in Japan (1995-96); and El 
Anatsui’s first solo show in Japan, A Fateful Journey: Africa in the Works of El Anatsui, at the National 
Museum of Ethnology, Osaka, (2011), which was accompanied by a publication of the same name – 
see Yukiya Kawaguchi, A Fateful Journey: Africa in the Works of El Anatsui (Tokyo: Bijutsukan 
Renraku Kyo! gikai, 2010). As he recently explained as part of the Nka Roundtable III, Contemporary 
African Art and the Museum, this show was an attempt to ‘introduce an historical overview and a 
general idea of what we call African contemporary art to the Japanese public, most of whom had not 
visited Africa, keeping in their mind stereotypical images of Africa such as lions, giraffes and elephants 
in the jungle.’ See <http://nkajournal.wordpress.com/2011/04/13/getting-started-yukiya-kawaguchi/> 
[accessed 15th February 2012]. Interest in African art in Brazil has also grown in recent years, largely 
thanks to the activities of the Angola-based collector Sindika Dokolo and artist/curator Fernando Alvim 
and their project the Sindika Dokolo Foundation, under whose auspices they have opened art galleries 
in Sao Paulo, Brazil, and Luanda, Angola, both called Soso Arte Contemporanea Africana. See Nelson, 
‘Remapping the Narrative’. 
61 Sarah Thornton, Seven Days, p. xi.  
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work is produced, as well as being widely spoken in Africa.62 In this research, I draw 
almost exclusively on English-language sources, which limits its reach, but reflects to 
a significant degree the bias in the art world that I am interested in. In conversation 
with some of my interviewees, it emerged that in contemporary African art circles, the 
‘Francophone’ and ‘Anglophone’ worlds are often considered quite distinct, with 
contrasting approaches which reflect the two nations’ different colonial histories. 
Moreover, funding for art and culture-related activities is often country-specific, 
which, along with historical factors, may result in the development of parallel scenes, 
as Hayward Gallery curator Roger Malbert explained: 
 
There’s a whole politics, there’s a whole entangled sort of funding relationships and 
diplomatic connections within France which is sort of distinct from what happens in Britain, 
which has got its own scene […] and completely different and parallel understandings of their 
relationship and their responsibilities and so on. […] the former French colonies […] were 
related much more directly to France, as the mother country, and I think France has taken a 
more direct responsibility as it were, or a feeling of a paternalistic role. [RM, 2010] 
 
Expanding on the theme of French attitudes towards the former African colonies, he 
highlighted perceived differences between the Anglophone and Francophone 
perspectives:  
 
[The French approach is] old-fashioned, a bit romantic, and not very theoretically 
sophisticated. […] [T]he difference between the British and the French context is […] 
epitomised in that sense in which the French still speak about ‘Afrique Noire’. Sub-Saharan, 
and Black Africa, that’s what they talk about. It’s – you wouldn’t do that in England, would 
you, in English? You’d just sound absolutely weird. And terrible! [RM, 2010] 
 
Much of the Anglophone critique of the French approach centred on the Revue Noire, 
one of the leading Francophone publications dealing with contemporary art from 
Africa. This was founded by curator Simon Njami and others in 1991 and appeared 
quarterly in print until 2001, when it refocused on books and exhibitions as well as 
online content. While clearly considered significant in its reach, Revue Noire was 
                                                
62 There is an emerging body of work focusing on Lusophone Africa, some written in Portuguese. A 
forthcoming special edition of Third Text, ‘What is Contemporary Lusophone African Art?’, edited by 
Paul Goodwin and Lúcia Marques, promises work in English focusing on this area. Work in Dutch and 
German is also significant; see for example the online journal Savvy, much of which is bilingual in 
German and English, available at <http://www.savvy-journal.com> [accessed 24th September 2012]. 
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described variously as ‘typically’ or ‘very’ French, as shorthand for referring to a 
particular style of writing that has been seen as expressive but lacking in conceptual 
rigour.63 The comments of New York gallerist Bill Karg illustrate this well:  
 
It’s so flowery and poetic, so little substance, it’s like… and so chic! […] It’s like, anything 
goes, and the more radical and outrageous it is – don’t give it a thought, or don’t write about 
it, for God’s sake, just take some pictures and write some poetry and throw it up there in large 
format! It’s like, what is this? [BK, 2010] 
 
Another issue arising in interviews (again reflecting the impact of different colonial 
histories) was the insistence of Njami (and by extension the wider Francophone 
world) on the importance of conceptually reuniting North Africa with the rest of the 
continent, a task which most in the UK/US camp believed to be a fait accompli. Thus 
while many interviewees enjoyed collaborating with French colleagues, and felt that 
the exchange of ideas was fruitful, on the whole the two scenes were regarded as 
linked but distinct.64 For this reason, and so as to develop a focused and achievable 
study, for the remainder of this project I concentrate mostly on the Anglophone scene 
(although Njami and others do appear from time to time insofar as they are 
international figures).  
 
Having decided to concentrate my efforts mostly on English-speaking locations in the 
West, my field of enquiry became far more manageable, but exploring my research 
questions within it still required a selective, responsive approach rather than an 
exhaustive one. In particular, I was keen to exploit rather than attempt to counteract 
my own base in a particular location, which is London; this approach formed part of 
my wider attempt to remain sensitive to my positionality in relation to my research 
subjects, but also the wider field in which they work. Clearly not every location would 
have been a productive springboard in terms of my research aims, but London is one 
of the main capitals of the contemporary art world, and as such, offered a wide range 
of contacts and connections, as well as a growing local contemporary African art 
                                                
63 See Deliss, Seven Stories about Modern Art in Africa, p. 314, note 3. 
64 My experience of attending the Rencontres in French-speaking Mali upheld this idea. The event was 
nominally bilingual in French and English and was attended by participants from across the 
Anglophone and Francophone worlds, but in practice, attendees tended to mix in monolingual groups, 
and more than one person expressed frustration to me at the lack of interpreters on hand to aid 
communication across language barriers. 
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scene. Taking the city and its art world as a starting point, I followed connections as 
they came up, branching out to follow new leads where they seemed likely to offer 
insights into the geographies of the wider network. Insofar as art scenes in Africa are 
linked into wider international circuits, they appear in this account through research 
conducted mostly from London; in chapter four, the cases of South Africa, Nigeria 
and Kenya appear by virtue of their connections with the scene in the UK, and by 
virtue of what this can tell us about the field more broadly. 
 
Connections from London also led me to conduct research in the United States, in a 
reflection of that country’s influence in the art world in general and in contemporary 
African art in particular, and it became clear that the US and the UK in many ways 
form two distinct but increasingly intersecting spheres of activity. Over the course of 
three research trips during 2010-2011, I explored a selection of US institutions, 
galleries and small businesses dealing with contemporary art from Africa, attended 
conferences and other events, and interviewed artists, curators and dealers. This 
research was conducted in New York, Washington D.C., Chicago and Los Angeles, 
locations chosen for their relevance to the subject matter and not for any attempt at 
wide geographical coverage. Beyond the US, as mentioned earlier, the Rencontres de 
Bamako offered a chance to explore the field in an Africa-based setting with an 
international focus.65  
 
Overall, this strategy has undoubtedly led my research in particular directions to 
produce a geography ‘from London’ which is certainly very different from a study 
that might have started from New York, Lagos or Johannesburg, for instance. 
However, I view this as a reflection of some of the centrifugal forces attracting 
contemporary African artists and those working with them (and therefore me) to 
certain locations. As such, my approach presents an opportunity to inform debates on 
the nature of the field more widely, while being indicative of London’s position in 
wider networks as well as my (changing) position within them. 
 
 
                                                
65 The professional week took place from 1 – 7 November 2011; the biennale itself took place from 1 
November 2011 to 1 January 2012. 
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Fieldwork methods and analysis 
 
As several of my interviewees observed, the world of contemporary African art is 
quite small, and ‘everybody knows everybody else’; as I discovered during my 
fieldwork, however, breaking into and becoming part of this world requires 
persistence, luck, good networking skills and a hands-on approach. While it was 
certainly possible to identify some key individuals and institutions using a 
combination of publications, web-based resources and personal contacts, I quickly 
discovered that finding email addresses and phone numbers, getting responses and 
securing meetings with people (who were mostly busy professionals) was not easy. I 
realised that if I was to begin to understand the way the contemporary African art 
world works, and gain access to its key protagonists, I would need, to a certain extent, 
to become a part of it myself. This ethnographic strategy allowed me to experiment 
with a variety of tactics to identify and gain the confidence of prospective research 
subjects, and to participate in the contemporary African art world in a range of 
different ways. 
 
 
Working in the art world 
 
Having recognised the importance of becoming an ‘insider’, gaining access to key 
institutions which could facilitate this became the initial focus of my fieldwork. I 
began by researching institutions which have a track-record of working with 
contemporary African art and artists, online as well as through library research and 
word-of-mouth advice. Given the specialist nature of the field, there were a limited 
number of institutions that were potentially able to offer me the sorts of experiences, 
resources and information that I was looking for, and which were practical in terms 
accessibility. I narrowed it down to a list of five, and contacted them to enquire about 
the possibility of working with them for a period of three to six months, either as a 
volunteer or an intern. Due to unanticipated competition for arts internships, only one 
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of these enquiries bore fruit (although I subsequently arranged interviews with the 
other institutions too).66  
 
In November 2009, I successfully applied to volunteer at an education workshop at 
October Gallery in Bloomsbury, central London, and in January 2010, as a result of a 
follow-up interview with the Education Coordinator Liz Fraser-Betts, I began a three-
month part-time internship with the gallery’s education department. I discuss the 
gallery’s approach in detail in subsequent chapters, but here, I want to reflect on how 
working there impact on the research process. The purpose of my internship was 
twofold: first, to contribute to the work of the education department, and fulfil tasks 
set by them in accordance with the ethos of October Gallery; and second, to 
contribute to my own research project, by offering opportunities to engage with and 
contribute to the contemporary African art world in a practical setting. The two goals 
were in equal balance, as I was keen to ensure that my presence in the institution was 
mutually beneficial; as Sharon Macdonald suggests, ethnography in museums and 
galleries can be a learning experience for all involved, and one of my ethical aims in 
this project has been to ensure that my research contributes to the work of those I am 
researching, rather than simply exploiting it for my own ends.67 As Douglas Foley and 
Angela Valenzuela further note, there is a wide range of approaches to ethnographic 
fieldwork that may be more or less politically involved or policy oriented.68 I 
envisaged this project as more of an academic cultural critique than an applied policy 
document, since it aims to develop dialogue around ways of thinking and professional 
experiences, rather than making recommendations about specific practices or 
strategies within the art world (although conclusions about the former are arguably 
important in formulating the latter).69  Nonetheless, it remained important to work 
                                                
66 I made formal applications for education and exhibitions traineeships at INIVA, London, residencies 
and exhibitions internships at Gasworks, London, and a pre-doctoral fellowship at the National 
Museum of African Art (NMAfA) at the Smithsonian, Washington DC; I also made an unsuccessful 
speculative application for an internship at the Museum for African Art in New York. 
67 Macdonald, Behind the Scenes. 
68 Douglas Foley and Angela Valenzuela, ‘Critical Ethnography: The Politics of Collaboration’, in The 
Landscape of Qualitative Research, 3rd edn, ed. by Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln 
(London: Sage, 2008), pp. 287-310. 
69 This research therefore has more in common with the idea of ‘public geographies’ than with ‘policy 
geographies’. See Kevin Ward, ‘Geography and public policy: towards public geographies’, Progress 
in Human Geography 30 (2006), 495-503. 
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collaboratively, and as far as possible, to produce an account responding to the views 
of those that it is written about.70   
 
My main activities at October Gallery centred around planning and delivering arts 
workshops for pre-school and school-age groups of children and young people, as 
well as researching and writing funding applications for education projects. Although 
working in education was not my first choice of internship – I would have preferred to 
work with a curatorial team, as this might have generated more opportunities to 
directly engage with my research themes – getting curatorial experience as an 
inexperienced, unqualified volunteer proved extremely difficult (and, as I discuss 
below, an opportunity to do so only came about after over two years of engagement 
with the field). Nevertheless, while at October Gallery I did get the chance to work 
with the curatorial team by participating in installing exhibitions, and running private 
views and other events; as a small, close-knit gallery with a core staff of around ten 
people, there was a ‘hands-on’ attitude to big tasks like hanging work. Weekly staff 
meetings were also a good opportunity to find out about the running of the gallery.  
 
As I discuss further during the main body of the research, my time at October Gallery 
produced many insights directly bearing on my research questions; casual discussions 
with staff members around the lunch table or after work proved especially 
enlightening, as I was able to introduce topics of interest into the conversation in a 
focused yet relaxed way. However, the main benefit of the internship was simply 
observing and participating in the working environment of the gallery, which enabled 
me to get an overview of the field of contemporary African art. As I discovered, 
conducting an ethnographic study into a busy organisation requires time and patience 
on the part of both the researcher and the researched, and remembering the names, 
locations and significance of key individuals, institutions and networks that cropped 
up on a daily basis was a cumulative, at times frustrating, but rewarding process. I 
recorded my experiences in a fieldwork diary, which gave me the opportunity to 
reflect on my own involvement with the gallery, and to note down things for further 
investigation. 
                                                
70 A number of people I met during my fieldwork expressed interest in reading the finished research. 
Having completed this thesis, I therefore plan to write a summary report of its main findings aimed at 
arts professionals, which will be freely distributed online. 
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Interviews  
 
Although doing an internship enabled me to get my foot in the door of the 
contemporary African art world, I was also keen to speak with key individuals one-to-
one – including curators, artists, dealers, collectors, critics, scholars, auctioneers – to 
explore their work practices, ideas and motivations in more depth, and to question 
them on my specific areas of interest. My experience at October Gallery was 
invaluable when organising many of my early interviews, both through direct contacts 
– my two first interviewees, Chili Hawes and Christine Takengny, were both working 
at the gallery – but also through the name-recognition and reputation that the 
association brought. Especially during the early stages of interviewing, it was a 
significant confidence-booster and persuasive factor to able to say that I was (or had 
recently been) an ‘intern at October Gallery’.  
 
One of my main strategies for finding interviewees was to use a ‘snowballing’ 
approach, by asking each interviewee to recommend people they thought would make 
good respondents.71 In London in particular, this was highly productive, resulting in 
an expanding web of connections which eventually became self-referential to the 
extent that I felt confident that I had spoken to the majority of the city’s influential 
figures in the contemporary African art world. A certain amount of luck was also 
involved; on one occasion, while I was interviewing art dealer Ed Cross at his gallery 
in East London, Danda Jaroljmek, an arts administrator based in Nairobi, and Robert 
Devereux, an art collector and patron, who are friends and colleagues of Ed’s, entered 
the gallery in order to conduct a meeting. Seizing the opportunity to make contact 
with two more participants, I opened up the conversation to them, asked for their 
contact information, and conducted interviews with both of them a few days later.  
 
                                                
71 Gill Valentine, ‘Tell me about…: using interviews as a research methodology’, In Methods in 
Human Geography, ed. by Robin Flowerdew and David Martin (Harlow: Longman, 1997), pp. 110-
125. 
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This incident was revealing as a demonstration that one new contact can suddenly 
open a micro-world of connected individuals, and also as an example of how 
‘business’ gets done off the continent of Africa as well as on it. However, aware of 
the potential pitfall of becoming restricted to a particular professional or social circle, 
I was also careful to make sure that these kinds of ‘snowballing’ attempts began from 
a range of different starting points, and as a result, met a wide range of individuals 
who are loosely connected through their common participation in the contemporary 
African art world, but occupy very different positions within it. As I discuss in more 
detail below, attending events proved successful in this regard, as did extensive 
internet searches for people working with contemporary African art, as they enabled 
me to find and make contact with certain organisations which were in their infancy 
and not yet well integrated into the wider art world.72 By the end of my fieldwork, I 
had conducted 46 formal interviews, mostly of between one and two hours (recorded 
using a Dictaphone), as well as countless informal conversations, which I also 
reflected on in my fieldwork diary. These are listed by chronological order of 
interview in Figure 3.1, and alphabetically by the aliases used in the text in Appendix 
1.  
 
                                                
72 An institution of this kind is arc Gallery; at the time of my interview with Director John Egbo in 
May 2010, the gallery had few connections and was virtually unknown in the wider art world in 
London; by July 2012, although the gallery itself was not consistently active, John had earned a 
reputation in London, and was invited to be a panellist at the Southbank Centre event ‘Art Connect: 
Contemporary African Art and the Global Art Market’, which I discuss in the following chapter. 
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Figure 3.1: List of Interviews 
 
Interviews are listed chronologically, together with the location where the interview 
took place. During the course of the research, some of my interviewees switched jobs; 
the positions listed here are the ones that they held at the time of interview. This list 
only includes formal interviews which were recorded using a Dictaphone. Informal 
conversations (in person, and via telephone and email) and ethnographic work took 
place throughout the duration of the project. 
 
Date 
 
Name Alias Position  Place of interview 
03/03/10 Chili Hawes CH Director, October 
Gallery, London 
October Gallery, 
London 
08/03/10 Christine 
Takengny 
CT Curator, October Gallery 
/ freelance curator, 
London  
October Gallery, 
London 
23/03/10 David Dibosa DD Academic, Wimbledon 
College of Art, London 
His home, London 
26/03/10 Leon 
Wainwright 
LW Academic, Manchester 
Metropolitan University 
Barbican, London 
31/03/10 Roger Malbert RM Curator, Hayward 
Gallery, London  
October Gallery, 
London 
19/04/10 Christine 
Kreamer 
CK Deputy Director, 
NMAfA, Smithsonian, 
Washington DC 
NMAfA, 
Washington DC 
19/04/10 Karen 
Milbourne 
KM Curator, NMAfA, 
Smithsonian, Washington 
DC 
NMAfA, 
Washington DC 
20/04/10 Janet Stanley JS Librarian, NMAfA, 
Smithsonian, Washington 
DC 
NMAfA, 
Washington DC 
27/04/10 Bill Karg (1) BK Director, Contemporary 
African Art Gallery, New 
York City 
CAAG, New York 
City 
30/04/10 Lisa Binder LB Curator, Museum for 
African Art, New York 
City 
Café, New York 
City 
17/05/10 Sokari 
Douglas Camp 
SDC Artist, London Her home, London 
22/05/10 John Egbo JE Director, arc Gallery, 
London 
arc Gallery, 
London 
10/06/10 Rachid 
Koraïchi 
RK Artist, Tunisia / France October Gallery, 
London 
15/06/10 Ed Cross EC Director, Ed Cross Fine 
Art, London  
Ed Cross Fine Art 
Gallery, London 
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16/06/10 Danda 
Jaroljmek 
DJ Director, Kuona Arts 
Trust, Nairobi 
Gasworks, London 
01/07/10 Robert 
Devereux 
RD Founder, African Arts 
Trust / Collector, London 
His home, London 
02/07/10 Joy Onyejiako JO Exhibitions Assistant, 
Brunei Gallery, SOAS, 
London 
Brunei Gallery, 
London 
07/07/10 Ugochukwu-
Smooth Nzewi 
USN Artist, 1 Room Shack / 
PhD Student, Emory 
University, Atlanta 
University of 
Warwick, nr 
Coventry 
27/07/10 Robert Loder RL Founder, Triangle Arts / 
Gasworks, London 
Gasworks, London 
10/08/10 Paul Goodwin PG Curator, Tate Britain, 
London 
Tate Britain, 
London 
11/08/10 Geeta Chagan GC Director, Chagan 
Contemporary, London 
Café, London 
20/08/10 John Picton JP Academic, SOAS, 
London 
Royal Academy, 
London 
27/08/10 Jack Bell JB Director, Jack Bell 
Gallery, London 
Jack Bell Gallery, 
London 
10/09/10 Bridget Baker BB Artist, London Her home, London 
23/09/10 Eline van der 
Vlist 
EVDV Curator, Imagine Art 
After / PhD Student, 
London Consortium 
Café, London 
24/09/10 Annabelle 
Mu’Azu 
AM Director, Cocoa Arts, 
Windsor 
Café, Windsor 
27/09/10 Atta Kwami AK Artist, Loughborough / 
Kumasi 
His home, 
Loughborough 
29/09/10 Kerryn 
Greenberg 
KG Curator, Tate Modern, 
London 
Tate Modern, 
London 
01/10/10 Nigel Prince NP Curator, Ikon Gallery, 
Birmingham 
IKON Gallery, 
Birmingham 
02/11/10 Abdoulaye 
Ndoye 
AN Artist, Dakar Café, Washington 
DC 
02/11/10 Nnenna Okore NO Artist, Chicago Northwestern 
University, Chicago 
15/11/10 Bill Karg (2) BK Director, Contemporary 
African Art Gallery, New 
York City 
Contemporary 
African Art 
Gallery, New York 
City 
18/11/10 Naomi 
Beckwith 
NB Curator, Studio Museum 
in Harlem, New York 
City 
Studio Museum in 
Harlem, New York 
City 
19/11/10 Skoto 
Aghahowa 
SA Director, Skoto Gallery, 
New York City 
Skoto Gallery, New 
York City 
18/01/11 Johan Thom JT Artist, London / PhD 
Student, Slade, London 
Café, London 
26/01/11 Elsbeth Court ELC Academic, SOAS, 
London 
SOAS, London 
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14/02/11 Edward Ofosu EO Artist, London His home, London 
16/02/11 Titus Agbara TA Artist, London Café, London 
28/02/11 John Mack JM Academic, Sainsbury 
Reserch Unit, UEA, 
Norwich 
SRU, UEA, 
Norwich 
28/02/11 Kiprop Lagat KL Curator, Nairobi National 
Museum / PhD Student, 
Sainsbury Research Unit, 
UEA, Norwich 
SRU, UEA, 
Norwich 
04/03/11 Ayo Adeyinka AA Director, Tafeta + 
Partners / Tiwani 
Contemporary, London 
Café, London 
14/03/11 Giles Peppiatt GP Director of South African 
art, Bonhams, London 
Bonhams, London 
18/03/11 Jude Anogwih JA Curator, Centre for 
Contemporary Art, Lagos 
Hotel foyer, 
London 
07/10/11 Fred Mann FM Director, Fred [London] 
Gallery, London 
Fred [London], 
London 
10/02/12 Theo Danjuma TD Private interest  Café, London 
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I drew up a thematic schedule (see Figure 3.2) to guide my interviews effectively, 
while remaining open to the flow of conversation as far as possible, to enable me to 
capitalise on any unexpected directions that emerged, and to enable my interviewees 
to express themselves more freely.73 I was keen to find a balance between questioning 
my interviewees on the practical, everyday aspects of their engagement with 
contemporary African art, and exploring with them more conceptually oriented issues 
like identity and imagination. As I discussed in the first part of this chapter, one of the 
main tensions threading through the field is the contrast between material or object-
oriented research, and research focusing more on discovering individual perception 
and its relation to wider discourses. One of the limitations of the former approach is 
that it does not really consider the potential of exhibitions for opening up ‘journeys’ 
of discovery and psychic exploration, an aspect which is especially important when 
considering displays of work from Africa, a place which, as shown in chapter two, 
holds such a longstanding and contradictory place in Western imaginations. In my 
interviews, I aimed to bring these two perspectives together, with each anchoring the 
other and opening up the topic from different but interconnected standpoints. In other 
words, I hoped to encourage my interviewees to offer observations about the 
‘geographical knowledges’ that emerge out of the conjunctions between art works and 
their different settings and interpretations (by curators, critics or viewers), and to 
reflect on their personal approach to them. 
 
The more interviews I conducted, the more confident I became about reordering the 
themes to fit the flow of the conversation, and about introducing new topics where 
appropriate. As I became more familiar with the world my interviewees were 
describing, it became easier to find common points of reference – contacts and 
friends, exhibitions, events, controversies – which helped me develop a more relaxed 
conversational style, but also heightened the risk of the interviews lapsing into ‘chats’. 
Aware of this danger, I took care to try and maintain the same standard of 
professionalism throughout, whilst capitalising on my growing knowledge of the field 
to gain the trust of my interviewees, and probe further into questions of interest. 
                                                
73 Rob Kitchin and Nicholas J. Tate, Conducting Research in Human Geography: Theory, 
Methodology and Practice (Harlow: Prentice Hall, 2000). 
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Figure 3.2: Interview Schedule 
 
 
 
INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
 
 
Job / Career 
 
What is your job? How does your work involve engaging with contemporary African art? 
 
• Current role – activities, responsibilities, collaborations 
• Role of organisation as a whole – ethos, aims, role and position within wider 
national/international networks 
 
 
Contemporary African art - practical 
 
What is your personal/professional relationship with contemporary African art? 
 
• Education/professional background – training in art/African art? From what disciplinary 
perspective? Personal background – how did you first become interested? 
• Professional experience – which exhibitions, artists, curators, projects (when, what role, 
positive/negative experiences…) 
• Written sources – journals, magazines, websites – how widely read, by whom, importance for 
work 
 
 
Contemporary artists from Africa 
 
What does working with contemporary artists and art from Africa involve?  
 
• How do they emerge and gain recognition? Has this changed over time?  
• Logistics – communication, shipping, distance, travel, languages, transport… 
• Personal side – relationship with individual artists 
• Particular examples from your work/past projects? 
• Tensions, difficulties, problems – what do you need to be sensitive to? 
 
 
Contemporary African art - conceptual 
 
What are the key issues in engaging with contemporary African art? 
 
• How far is ‘contemporary African art’ a useful category, and to whom? Advantages and 
disadvantages? How do you negotiate these? Dependent on context? 
• Who is an African artist? How is this ‘identity’ produced and contested? Artists 
living/working in African, and/or in diaspora? Do these debates impact on your work and the 
work of others? What is your perspective on them, and has it changed? 
• How far is the ‘idea of Africa’ important – do you think art and exhibitions can produce ideas 
about places? Can/should these be managed, and by whom? 
• What is the position of contemporary African art in the wider art scene – attention it receives, 
value placed on it, funding, integration with art from other places, role in wider debates about 
art historical narratives, politicisation of art…    
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Confidentiality is an important issue when conducting interviews, and social research 
sometimes disguises the identities of individual research subjects to protect their 
privacy when disclosing potentially sensitive information.74 In this project, however, 
the subject matter did not demand anonymity, as my main interest was in participants’ 
professional experiences and activities as part of a wider network, rather than any 
personal characteristics or circumstances. Moreover, given that many of my 
participants were employees of organisations about which information is publicly 
available, it was often possible to identify individual respondents from the content and 
context of their responses, even if they were not explicitly identified. Like Sarah 
Thornton, I ‘couldn’t make sense of the art world without identifying the artists 
because, first, artworks are not interchangeable and, second, whether they like it or 
not, artists are caught up in a game of recognition’.75 Thus, ‘in naming names, this 
ethnography became a social history of the present or, upon publication, a social 
history of the recent past’.76  
 
Overall, my use of material in this project was guided by an ethics of research which 
took care to balance the participants’ interests with my own through a ‘research 
alliance’ that avoided harm to either party.77 In this context, it was important to be 
upfront with my interviewees about my approach to these issues, and to be clear about 
the aims and likely outcomes of my project. As a compromise between 
acknowledging the ‘game of recognition’ that is played out in the art world, and 
conceding that in some situations confidentiality may be preferable, I gave 
interviewees the option of distinguishing between comments that they were happy to 
be attributed to them, and those made in confidence, which could be anonymised in 
the write-up. This approach was also explained to participants in information given to 
them before the interview (see Appendix 2). For ethnographic data conducted at 
October Gallery, written permission from the institution to carry out research was 
taken as consent to observe activities taking place, but all staff members were given a 
copy of the information sheet, making them aware of their right to opt out of being 
mentioned in the write-up should they wish to.  
                                                
74 Paul Cloke, Ian Cook, Philip Crang, Mark Goodwin, Joe Painter and Chris Philo, Practising Human 
Geography (London: Sage, 2004). 
75 Thornton, Seven Days, p. 263. 
76 Thornton, Seven Days, p. 263. 
77 Cloke et al, Practising Human Geography, p. 165. 
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Transcribing the interview recordings was a time-consuming process which allowed 
me to re-digest my interviewees’ responses in preparation for analysing them. My 
approach to analysis was guided not only by the content of the interviews, but also by 
the results of my wider reading and ethnographic work (as recorded in my fieldwork 
diary), and my growing awareness of the key issues at stake thanks to my experiences 
of immersion in the field of contemporary African art. I began by identifying key 
individuals, institutions and networks which recurred throughout, to mentally map out 
the professional structures and relationships defining the field. Next, I searched for 
commonalities and themes threading through the material, focusing first on the more 
material or practical aspects of working in the field, and second on the conceptual 
negotiation of geographical ideas. A loose coding system based on my research 
questions assisted with the task of sorting and re-sorting the material into categories, 
and exploring relationships and nuance within it.78 By reading through each interview 
transcript a minimum of three times, continually cross-checking and maintaining a 
systematic but flexible approach to organising my materials, I was able to draw out 
the most important and interesting points and recognise connections between them. 
 
To assist the reader of this thesis, where direct quotations from interviews are made, 
they are rendered in indented text with my part of the conversation in italics. Speakers 
are identified by aliases (usually their initials) which can be found in alphabetical 
order in Appendix 1. I refer to interviewees and other informants initially by their full 
names and then by their first names, in a reflection of the largely (at times artificially) 
informal nature of professional relationships in the art world. This ‘informality’ was 
much in evidence at some of the art world events I attended, which I discuss in the 
next section. 
 
 
                                                
78 My approach here was guided by an appreciation of ‘grounded theory’ and may be described as 
‘artisanal’; see Cloke et al, Practising Human Geography, p. 312. 
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Events 
 
I attended a wide range of exhibitions and events to broaden my understanding of the 
field, and to further my research by meeting and networking with professionals in the 
contemporary African art world (see Appendix 3).79 While keeping up-to-date with 
exhibitions was a vital part of gaining credibility within the field, attending events – 
including talks, private views, screenings and conferences – enabled me to recruit 
prospective interviewees and strengthen my relationship with past ones, and was 
valuable for the informal conversations and tip-offs produced. I quickly felt a certain 
amount of pressure to ‘be seen’ at all the relevant events (especially openings), which 
could at times lead to a fairly exhausting diary of ‘social’ engagements; this was not 
so much because I worried that my absence would be noticed (as is perhaps the case 
for some more established figures in the field), but rather because I felt unwilling to 
pass up any opportunity to make my enthusiasm felt, and to meet new people. As my 
research progressed, and attending these events became less of a nerve-racking, solo 
experience and more of an opportunity to catch up with colleagues and friends, I took 
this as a sign that I was becoming well-embedded in the field. 
 
One of the most interesting events I attended was the ninth edition of the Rencontres 
de Bamako, which took place in November 2011.80 This biennial of African 
photography is one of the major international events in the contemporary African art 
calendar, and attending the professional week, alongside a number of curators and 
other art professionals, mostly from France but also from other European countries 
and the US, afforded an opportunity to observe, participate and enjoy the art world in 
action. Although the main focus of this project is not on contemporary African art in 
Africa, attending the Rencontres was an excellent counterpoint to my experiences in 
Europe and the United States, and enhanced my understanding of some of my 
interviewees’ comments regarding art institutions and infrastructure on the continent.  
                                                
79 Private views or openings, where invited guests attend the opening night of a new exhibition (often 
in the presence of the artist), are a great place for art world networking, and provided me with a lot of 
useful ethnographic material. 
80 The professional week took place from 1st – 7th November 2011; the biennale itself took place from 
1st November 2011 – 1st January 2012. See <http://rencontres-bamako.com/> [accessed 18th January 
2012]. 
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Blogging 
 
In July 2010, as I began to attend more and more events, I decided to start writing a 
blog about Africa-related art happenings in London.81 Entitled ‘African Art in 
London’, it features short posts about contemporary African art in London, including 
details of events such as exhibitions and talks, as well as the occasional exhibition 
review and some more reflective and critical pieces.82 Averaging seven posts per 
month, this ongoing project chronicles the development of the contemporary African 
art scene in London over the last two years, during a period when (as I show in the 
next chapter) several new galleries and other initiatives have begun to bear fruit. The 
blog has a modest but growing readership; after a slow start, since August 2011 it has 
been attracting on average 1,500 page views per month, and at the time of writing has 
over 150 followers.83  
 
‘African Art in London’ began more as an experiment than as a formal research 
strategy; my initial motivations for writing the blog centred around my experiences of 
trying to find out about the contemporary African art scene in London, and my desire 
to share information, without any direct connection with my academic research 
project. As mentioned above (and discussed in greater detail in chapter five), websites 
are now one of the best sources of news and information about contemporary art and 
artists from Africa. However, while images of artists’ work, CVs and biographies are 
increasingly readily available through the internet, finding this information depends to 
a great extent on knowing the names of artists, networks, institutions and websites to 
enter into a search engine. For those working in this area, this knowledge is developed 
                                                
81 A weblog, or ‘blog’, is a website containing a ‘series of frequently updated, reverse chronologically 
ordered posts on a common web page, usually written by a single author’, which is often used as a 
platform to provide information about a certain topic, as a place to share personal opinions and stories, 
and/or as a form of self-representation. See Nicholas Hookway, ‘“Entering the blogosphere”: some 
strategies for using blogs in social research’, Qualitative Research 8 (2008), 91-113, p. 92. 
82 The blog can be found at <http://africanartinlondon.wordpress.com/> [accessed 14th August 2012] 
83 ‘Followers’ are people who have subscribed to updates on new posts; this figure does not include 
those who receive updates via feed aggregators such as Google Reader. This data is drawn from the 
blog’s ‘Site Stats’ page (visible only to administrators) at <http://wordpress.com/my-
stats/?blog=14819820> [accessed 18th November 2012].  
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gradually through professional activities and contacts, but for the novice in the field, 
as I discovered during the early stages of my research, finding useful information can 
take many frustrating hours of browsing the web and following links to eventually 
find some relevant pages. In addition, up-to-date information about opportunities to 
see artists’ work in a particular location can be quite hard to come by. In my research 
diary, I reflected on the implications of this and my response to it: 
 
Having explored the various websites currently covering African art happenings in London 
and the UK in general (as well as internationally), there is not really any one website that 
gives a clear and focused run-down of what’s going on in London at the moment, so I have 
decided to fill this gap with the results of research that I am already doing in any case. Of 
course all this information could be gleaned from other sites (e.g. africancolours.com, 
creativeafricanetwork.com) but these can be complicated to navigate, often also contain a lot 
of other (related) information which can make events difficult to find, and are not London-
focused. [research diary, July 2010] 
 
More idealistically, I also aimed to convey something of the variety and vitality of the 
field at the moment, and perhaps encourage people using the website to rethink their 
assumptions about African art. In this sense, I hoped to use the internet as an 
opportunity to engage with a wider audience, and make certain aspects of my research 
available to a wider public.  
 
Despite starting out as a side-project, the blog quickly became a central part of my 
research strategy in ways that I did not foresee. The methodological issues of finding, 
sampling and analysing blogs have been well-explored, such that they are now widely 
seen as a ‘valid addition to the qualitative researcher’s toolkit’, but blogging as 
autoethnography is less well-established.84 However, as Rebecca Olive suggests, 
feminist perspectives on reflexivity and positionality in participatory research can 
provide a valuable source of guidance in this regard.85 For Olive, thinking and 
working through her own position while writing a research blog was a helpful way of 
engaging thoughtfully with her findings and experiences whilst also ‘connecting back’ 
                                                
84 Hookway, ‘“Entering the blogosphere”’, p. 93. See also Nina Wakeford and Kris Cohen, ‘Fieldnotes 
in public: using blogs for research’, in The SAGE Handbook of Online Research Methods, ed. by Grant 
Blank, Nigel G. Fielding and Raymond M. Lee (London: SAGE, 2008), pp. 307-326. 
85 Rebecca Olive, ‘“Making friends with the neighbours”: Blogging as a research method’, 
International Journal of Cultural Studies 1367877912441438, first published on April 26, 2012 
doi:10.1177/1367877912441438, 1-14.  
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with her research participants, thanks to the open access and opportunities for 
comments and feedback that blogs provide.86 Further, she argues that ‘[t]his reflective 
and reflexive space and method of doing research helped me account for and 
understand the other methods that I was using as well as my subjective perspective’.87  
 
Like Olive, I found that using blogging as a method was extremely useful in the 
context of a multi-method qualitative approach. In the first place, setting up and 
maintaining the blog required me to spend a lot of time browsing different web-based 
sources of information about contemporary African art, and helped me to recognise 
the important and varied role of information and communications technologies (ICTs) 
in the field, a topic I discuss in more detail in chapter five. It also allowed me to see 
which African countries have a comparatively strong presence in London’s art scene 
and which do not, an insight which shaped my focus on South Africa and Nigeria (and 
to a lesser extent Kenya) in the next chapter, and helped me to understand how 
complex geographies of cultural, political and economic influence and connection 
might impact on the art world.88 
 
But more than a tool simply for finding and sharing information, the blog also became 
an opportunity to explore the dynamics of online communication in the art world by 
becoming a producer as well as a consumer of knowledge. Although I did not 
specifically develop the kind of intimate ‘voice’ which characterises many blogs, I 
nonetheless found that in making decisions about what to write about and how, I was 
led to reflect on the kinds of issues that many of my interviewees raised during our 
conversations, as well as on my own position. Blogging also proved extremely useful 
in cultivating contacts, as I began to receive comments as well as requests for help 
promoting and researching other projects, some of which progressed to offline 
interviews, collaborations and exchanges. In an indication of the small size of the 
                                                
86 Olive, ‘“Making friends with the neighbours”’, p. 6. 
87 Olive, ‘“Making friends with the neighbours”’, p. 8. 
88 Further interesting observations can be drawn from the blog’s statistics pages, which, since February 
25th 2012, have provided a break-down of page views by country of origin. The top five countries at the 
time of writing are: the UK (6,209 views since 25th February 2012); the United States (1,886); South 
Africa (440); France (335); and Germany (237). Nigeria is in 8th position (178), Ghana in 13th (124), 
Kenya in 17th (66) and Uganda in 29th (27). Many African countries have produced just a handful of 
page views, and some (for instance Chad and Burkina Faso) none at all. This data would make a good 
source for future research. Data is available to logged-in users at <http://wordpress.com/#!/my-
stats/?view=geoviews&summarize&numdays=-1> [accessed 8th October 2012]. 
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contemporary African art world in London, the blog also helped to cement 
relationships with people I had already met; several of my interviewees came across 
the blog independently, during their own internet browsing, and later contacted me to 
tell me that they had realised that I was the writer. In chapter five, I discuss in more 
detail how my experiences with blogging enabled me to engage directly with some of 
the tricky questions framing the contemporary African art world, and enhanced my 
understanding of the issues involved. 
 
 
Curating  
 
I was keen to gain some curatorial experience during the course of my research, but as 
mentioned earlier, my initial attempts to do so were hampered by my lack of 
experience and the fierce competition for opportunities in the art world. One of my 
main reasons for seeking curatorial work was to better understand the dilemmas 
facing many of my interviewees; as my interviews progressed, I became more and 
more interested in the reasons why curators and artists sometimes came into conflict, 
and the ways in which they resolved disagreements, especially with regard to the 
representation of ‘Africa’ within exhibitions and the interpretive materials attached to 
them. In addition to addressing these issues with my interviewees, participating in 
curating myself seemed a good way to explore such matters in more detail. This was 
not so much with the intention of developing collaborative, creative partnerships with 
artists, nor with the aim of making an explicitly ‘geographical’ exhibition, but with a 
view to experiencing for myself some of the practical and conceptual negotiations and 
difficulties (especially those relating to geography) that can arise when curating 
projects involving contemporary African art.89 
 
I finally got the opportunity to get involved in curatorial work when I was invited to 
assist with the collaborative photography project with which I opened this thesis, 
Money in Bamako and London (see Figure 3.3). The exhibition I worked on at the 
                                                
89 As discussed in chapter two, there have been a number of recent creative collaborations between 
geographers, curators and artists, which have worked more within the former approach; see for 
example Driver et al, Landing, and McLaren, Bordering Art. 
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British Museum was the second edition of an ongoing, three-part project featuring the 
work of two photographers, one from Bamako and one from London, with the aim of 
developing comparisons and connections between the two cities and showing the 
work in both places. The project was conceived and initiated by Sophie Mew, whom I 
had originally met at the project’s first edition, Bamako and London, at October 
Gallery in May 2011.90  
 
Working on Money in Bamako and London was an enjoyable and enlightening 
experience, but, as I reflected in chapter one, was not without challenges. It afforded 
excellent opportunities to tackle the frustrations and complications of working with 
artists based in Africa, to participate in some of the debates around questions of 
geography (what does ‘Africa’ represent for the average British Museum visitor, for 
example), and to experience first-hand the difficulty of balancing a wide range of 
concerns, some conceptual and some extremely practical. I consider these questions in 
more detail throughout this thesis. Here, though, I want to briefly reflect on how the 
experience impacted on my research process. Although my contribution to the project 
began mostly on an administrative level, I often acted as a ‘sounding board’ for 
Sophie and Diane when they were discussing the exhibition content, and I gradually 
became more and more involved with the decision-making processes surrounding the 
images themselves. Thanks to my involvement with the project, I felt better placed to 
understand and empathise with some of my interviewees’ comments regarding similar 
situations in their work, and to analyse their responses regarding the negotiation of 
geographical themes in relation to contemporary African art.  
                                                
90 I sought advice from Sophie before travelling to Mali for the first time in October 2011 to attend the 
Rencontres photography biennale, and this exchange and subsequent social contact formed the basis for 
the professional collaboration we developed around Money in Bamako and London.  
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Figure 3.3: Flyer for Money in Bamako and London 
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Reflections on analysis and interpretation 
 
As my accounts of curating, blogging, interviewing and other activities might suggest, 
my research process brought me into increasingly close contact with the world I was 
researching. I talked to, engaged and collaborated with a wide range of people, who 
were all differently positioned in relation to both me and the field of contemporary 
African art, and with whom I engaged in necessarily social and performative 
interactions.91 Throughout the process of synthesising the material and developing 
arguments from it, then, I was extremely aware of the complexities of writing through 
the politics of inclusion. In the course of reading transcripts and my research diary, 
identifying themes and selecting useful moments of conversation, while taking care to 
always be guided by my research questions, I was constantly taking decisions about 
whose voices to privilege, and whose experiences to value. My judgements about this 
were informed by my growing familiarity with the field, but also by an ethics of 
research that required me to remain constantly vigilant, self-reflexive and critical 
about my selections. The resultant account is necessarily partial, but addresses my 
research aims in the best way possible from the material that I collected.  
 
 
* 
 
 
This chapter has outlined the methodological strategy taken in this research. Starting 
with a discussion of how art and art worlds may be apprehended as research topics, it 
then moved on to specify how I situated and conducted my research in the field of 
contemporary African art through a mixed-method, qualitative, often participatory 
and ethnographic approach. As a researcher, I oriented myself in London, yet 
remained outward-looking and open to the wide array of connections that my research 
processes opened up to me. In the next chapter, I provide some opening pathways 
through my findings by exploring a series of scenes from the contemporary African 
art world. 
                                                
91 Geraldine Pratt, ‘Research performances’, Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 18 
(2000), 639-651. 
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Chapter Four 
 
Scenes from the  
contemporary African art world 
 
 
In July 2012, a group of six art professionals – three gallerists, two artists and a 
curator – gathered in front of a generous audience at London’s Southbank Centre to 
discuss the state of the contemporary African art market. Entitled ‘Art Connect: 
Contemporary African Art and the Global Market’, the event was part of the 
Southbank Centre’s month-long festival Africa Utopia, and was organised by the 
promising new London gallery Tiwani Contemporary.1 One of Tiwani’s directors, 
Ayo Adeyinka, was on the panel along with fellow London gallerists Ed Cross and 
John Egbo, all of whom I had interviewed during the previous two years.2 After 
introducing their work and current projects, they opened up a debate about the 
contemporary African art scene in London and internationally, the relationship 
between the art market and artistic production, and some of the challenges they have 
faced in their respective roles. In the audience were a number of other friends and 
colleagues I had met through my fieldwork, and the ensuing discussion was lively, 
well-informed and thought-provoking.  
 
The fact of this event – its content, its participants, and its occurrence at all – bears 
witness to the transformation that has taken place in London during the course of this 
research with regard to contemporary African art. My project has coincided with a 
period of change and expansion in the field, both in London and internationally, yet 
these developments have gone largely undocumented and unanalysed, especially with 
respect to the knowledge, motivations, and connections shaping and maintaining 
them. This chapter therefore traces some paths in the development of the field of 
contemporary African art in recent years by providing a series of glimpses into 
                                                
1 The event was part of Tiwani’s ‘Art Connect’ series of talks, screenings and discussions, most of 
which have been held at their gallery space near Oxford Street in central London.  
2 The two other panellists were the artists Mary Evans and Temitayo Ogunbiyi, and the event was 
moderated by independent curator Christine Eyene.  
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different ‘art scenes’, bringing together snapshots of both older and newer 
organisations, and beginning to contextualise them within the increasingly complex 
and intertwined networks that have emerged since the late 2000s. In doing so, it also 
introduces many of the noteworthy individuals and institutions, as well as 
geographical debates and questions, which reappear in later chapters. 
 
As I explained in chapter three, this research begins in London, and travels within and 
beyond the city, following routes that illuminate geographical problems. While my 
fieldwork experiences and many of my interviewees’ responses demonstrated that the 
field of contemporary African art is indeed a ‘small world’, it would be impossible to 
include every aspect of it here even briefly, let alone engage with each one in the 
detail they deserve. The sites, routes and themes I describe here are necessarily partial 
and personal, determined by my research questions and by the opportunities that were 
available to me. They are not intended to stand for any wider pattern, nor do they 
necessarily represent the most critically-acclaimed initiatives in the field (although by 
virtue of the fact that my research and interviews drew my attention to them, they are 
likely to be influential, well respected and relatively accessible). Nevertheless, the 
discussion here gives a general sense of the field of contemporary African art as it 
appears from a particular location, and as a record of a process of investigation, 
familiarisation and ultimately participation in the field, it can begin to shed light on 
the themes threading through the contemporary African art world more widely. 
 
I found a variety of engagements with contemporary African art in London and the 
UK, which I explore in the first part of this chapter through an institution-focused 
discussion which is not exhaustive but gives a good sense of the scene’s diversity, 
hierarchies and rivalries, and its recent history from the mid-1990s onwards. 
Subsequent discussions consider the United States, Nigeria, Kenya, and South Africa, 
following threads from my work in the UK into the wider international arena. In the 
previous chapter, I explained that European and North American institutions and 
networks have been dominant in the field, but participation from Africa-based 
initiatives has increased significantly during the course of this project; indeed, much 
of the most interesting and innovative work currently emerging originates from 
African groups and businesses, or organisations which take an Africa-centred 
approach and have strong operational connections with the continent. Such initiatives 
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enable us to begin to explore the articulations between art scenes in African countries 
and the international art system, as it operates through key locations such as London 
and New York. In the final part of this chapter, I turn more explicitly to these kinds of 
interconnections, examining the growing number of networks and more ‘rootless’ 
projects linking art scenes together and blurring the boundaries of city, country or 
continent-based activities. Drawing on my interviews and ethnographic research 
throughout, I begin to tease out some of the geographical themes and tensions 
threading through the field, as a prelude to a more direct and in-depth engagement 
with such issues in later chapters. 
 
 
London and the UK3 
 
The UK does not currently have any prominent arts organisations dedicated solely to 
art from Africa.4 In their absence, one small commercial gallery has arguably (until 
recently) become the de facto ‘home’ of contemporary African art in London, and as 
such, became the first focus of my fieldwork: October Gallery in Bloomsbury, central 
London. Since its founding in 1979, the gallery has built a stable of around thirty 
artists from around the non-Western world, with particular strengths in contemporary 
art by artists from African countries.5 It now has an international reputation as the 
most well-established gallery showing and selling contemporary art from Africa in the 
UK, and as the gallery that gave many successful artists from Africa their first break 
                                                
3 Contemporary art in the UK is dominated by London, and unfortunately it was not possible to explore 
beyond the capital in great detail. Some of my interviewees were based outside London – for instance 
Nigel Prince, a curator at Ikon Gallery in Birmingham, and Atta Kwami, an artist living part of the year 
in Loughborough. Institutions which have worked with contemporary African art and artists, and could 
easily have been discussed here include Mostyn, in Llandudno, Wales (see <http://www.mostyn.org/> 
[accessed 16th February 2012]); Deveron Arts in Huntly, Scotland (see <www.deveron-arts.com> 
[accessed 11th October 2012]; and the Manchester venues for 2012’s festival of art and music from 
West Africa, We Face Forward (see <www.wefaceforward.org> [accessed 11th October 2012]). 
4 The Africa Centre in London’s Covent Garden was once the nearest equivalent. Founded in 1964, 
during its heyday it acted as a cultural hub for Africans in London, hosting visual and performing arts 
events, political debates, social functions and other activities. It went into decline around the turn of the 
millennium and fell into disrepair, brought on by (and then reinforcing) deep financial problems; at the 
time of writing, it operates a skeleton programme of public events, but its future is uncertain. See 
William Wallis, ‘Battle for London’s African Heart’, The Financial Times, July 15th 2011. 
5 Notable internationally-acclaimed African artists working with the gallery include El Anatsui and 
Romuald Hazoumè, as well as Nnenna Okore and Rachid Koraichi (both of whom I interviewed). 
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commercially and critically, in the UK and beyond.6 The gallery has sold considerable 
amounts of work to other galleries, museums, auction houses and private collectors 
around the world, and has an especially strong connection with the British Museum, 
which is located a short walk away, and displays several works purchased from 
October Gallery in its Sainsbury Africa Galleries. 
 
During my internship at October Gallery, Director and founder Chili Hawes explained 
that 
 
[o]ur aim at the very beginning was to exhibit work of artists from around the world. But we 
had a specific aim within that, and that was to show what we called – we made up this word, 
the ‘Transvangarde’ – which would be the avant garde, but from all cultures. Avant garde 
really referred specifically to the sensibilities of European, or Western works. So we wanted 
to open that up, because there were a lot of people doing fantastic and interesting work, but 
not in that Western canon. At the time we opened, we were the only gallery to do this. There 
was the African Centre, showing African work, there was the Commonwealth Centre showing 
Commonwealth work, but there was no-one really embracing all cultures. [CH, 2010] 
 
As I discuss in the following chapters, October Gallery’s approach has come under 
ever-increasing scrutiny over the years, much of it centring on the way in which it 
engages with artists’ diverse backgrounds and its approach to presenting ‘all cultures’ 
to London audiences. Nevertheless, as Chili emphasises, supporting and promoting 
non-Western contemporary artists was certainly unusual and forward-thinking in the 
UK in the late 1970s. It was not until the 1980s and ‘black art’ that calls for greater 
visibility for minority artists really took off; in the wake of such demands, the Arts 
Council established its ‘Cultural Diversity Unit’ in 1990, and in 1994 funded the 
creation of Iniva (the Institute of International Visual Arts). While these and other 
initiatives varied in terms of their political aims, their target audience, their 
understanding of ‘diversity’ and their relationship with the mainstream art 
establishment, in general the increase in funding available for culturally or ethnically 
                                                
6 The best-known example is undoubtedly El Anatsui, who had a ‘breakthrough’ [RL, 2010] thanks to 
the October Gallery’s championing of his work, and their close proximity to the British Museum, who 
bought one of his works from the Gallery thereby cementing the artist’s status. 
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diverse artists led to a rise in the number of projects and exhibitions addressing 
minority groups from the 1990s onwards.7   
 
For art and artists from Africa, the main impact of such policymaking was two 
national festivals of African art and culture involving exhibitions and events at several 
large arts institutions, which loom large in the history of contemporary African art in 
the UK.8 The first, a four-month season called africa ’95, grew out of academic 
seminars held at the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) from 1991. 
Heightened awareness of questions around ‘diversity’, as well as the debates 
stimulated by the 1989 Paris exhibition Magiciens de la Terre and the 1991 New 
York show Africa Explores (as discussed in chapter two), and discussions around 
Rasheed Araeen’s 1989 London exhibition The Other Story, led to a context where 
scholars began to reframe contemporary African art as a field of critical enquiry, and 
these conversations fed into the growing network of individuals and institutions which 
ultimately participated in what became the africa ’95 season.9  
 
The centrepiece of the festival was Africa: The Art of a Continent, an exhibition 
curated by Tom Phillips at the Royal Academy (RA) in London, which presented over 
800 objects from Africa spanning a period from 1.6m BP to the early 20th century.10 
Although the RA’s show received some positive responses, many in the art and 
museum world in London were anxious that it risked presenting a partial and 
misleading picture of what ‘African art’ is. As John Mack, then Keeper of the British 
Museum’s ethnographic collections at the Museum of Mankind, explained: 
 
There was no artist of African descent at all involved in the process of the creation of [Africa: 
The Art of a Continent], despite the fact that [the RA is] an academy of practising 
contemporary artists. And that’s why africa ’95 the festival developed. […] We thought, well 
                                                
7 For fuller accounts of the context and histories of some of these different initiatives, see Wainwright, 
‘On being unique’ and Wainwright, Timed Out, especially chapter three. 
8 For detailed discussion of these two festivals and developments in the field the intervening decade, 
see Lisa Binder, Contemporary African Art in the London Art Market: 1995-2005 (Unpublished 
doctoral dissertation, School of World Art Studies and Museology, University of East Anglia, 2009). 
9 The Other Story: Afro-Asian artists in post-war Britain was organised by Rasheed Araeen at the 
Hayward Gallery. For a more detailed account of these developments, see Clémentine Deliss, ‘7+7=1: 
Seven stories, seven stages, one exhibition’, in Seven Stories About Modern Art in Africa, ed. by 
Clémentine Deliss (London: Whitechapel Art Gallery, 1995), pp. 13-27. 
10 The exhibition later travelled to the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in New York. For a review of 
Africa: Art of a Continent, and commentary on africa ’95 in general, see Olabisi Silva, ‘africa 95’. 
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actually we need to do all the things that aren’t happening at the Academy. […] we wanted to 
take forward the perception we’d communally come to about what such a gallery should and 
could be. And we were planning the Africa gallery at the BM. So that was another thing that 
was in the background – that thought, that we were wanting to take forward the perceptions 
we’d had about that. There’s an awful lot of politics, at another level. [JM, 2011]  
 
Taking up these concerns, many major arts institutions in London and beyond put on 
exhibitions and events as part of africa ’95, but only a few attracted significant public 
or critical attention.11 As noted in chapter two, one of the most high-profile shows was 
the Whitechapel Gallery’s Seven Stories about Modern art in Africa, directed and co-
curated by Clémentine Deliss, who was also the Artistic Director of the africa ‘95 
season. Discussing the exhibition’s focus on artists’ Modernist experiences in Africa, 
Deliss explained that ‘[t]here are difficulties in making the connections between the 
RA exhibits and those at the Whitechapel. My idea was that the public should be able 
to leapfrog from one to the other’.12  
 
But although Deliss’ goal was to develop a more nuanced set of interpretations and a 
celebration of contemporary African cultural achievements, for some critics, the 
festival still suffered from a lingering ‘bitter aftertaste of cultural paternalism’, 
stemming from the fact that ‘[Africa’s] size and diversity continues to challenge 
Europeans who find it impossible to focus on just one country’.13 That such a 
comment should come from Bisi Silva, a Nigerian writer then based in London who 
would go on to address this very issue by setting up the Centre for Contemporary Art, 
Lagos over ten years later, hints at both the shifts that have occurred in the field in the 
                                                
11 Other institutions participating in africa ’95 included the British Museum/Museum of Mankind (Play 
and Display, a solo show by Sokari Douglas Camp); the Serpentine (Big City: Artists from Africa); the 
Barbican (Signs, Traces and Calligraphy and The Art of African Textiles: Technology, Tradition and 
Lurex); the Photographers’ Gallery (The Impossible Science of Being: dialogues between anthropology 
and photography, and Contemporary African Photography by Samuel Fosso and Mody Sory Diallo); 
the 198 Gallery (Winds of Change); the Crafts Council Gallery (African Metalwork); the Economist 
Plaza (Seeing is Believing); and the Brunei Gallery at SOAS, which hosted the conference ‘Mediums of 
Change: the arts in africa ’95 Conference’, 29th/20th September and 1st October 1995. Outside London, 
Tate Liverpool hosted Vital: three contemporary African artists, and Ikon Gallery in Birmingham, 
together with Autograph, showed Self Evident. For a review of some of these exhibitions, see Olabisi 
Silva, ‘africa ’95’. 
12 Clémentine Deliss, ‘Why Africa? The curators of three major africa '95 shows explain their aims’, 
The Independent, Tuesday 17th October 1995. 
13 Olabisi Silva, ‘africa ‘95’, p. 35. 
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last two decades, as well as the persistent issues that dogged the field then and 
continue to do so today.14  
 
As John Mack suggests, africa ‘95 came at a time when the British Museum was in 
the process of rethinking and reinvigorating its African collections.15 The museum’s 
africa ’95 show Play and Display, a solo show by the Nigerian-born, UK-based 
sculptor Sokari Douglas Camp, heralded a new direction for the BM as it sought to 
enliven its historical emphasis with work by contemporary artists. This approach was 
fully realised in 2001 with the opening of the Sainsbury Galleries on the basement 
level of the BM, which now hold the only permanently on-view selection of 
contemporary artworks from Africa in London, many of which have been sourced 
from the nearby October Gallery, as mentioned above.16  
 
The Sainsbury Galleries are unique in the British Museum in taking a mixed period 
approach; John explained that 
 
the collection in the BM, from sub-Saharan Africa in particular, barely has any antiquity in it. 
[…] It was ethnography, not archaeology. So for that reason, it was quite important to actually 
say, well, this is not about Africa in that sense of an antique territory at all. It’s actually trying 
to say what’s produced in African contemporary urban settings, or indeed by African artists 
working outside Africa, is a legitimate part of what we should be interested in. [JM, 2011]  
                                                
14 I discuss the work of the Centre for Contemporary Art, Lagos in more detail in the later part of this 
chapter on Nigeria. 
15 The display of African art and artefacts at the British Museum has a tangled history. Although the 
museum’s founding collection, the Sloane collection, contained a few African items, it was not until 
the 19th century that they began to be accumulated in significant numbers. For most of the 20th century, 
African objects were grouped together with objects from other parts of the non-Western world in the 
Ethnography department. This went through various incarnations until the late 1960s when the 
collections were transferred from the main site to a storage facility in Shoreditch, East London, and an 
exhibition and research space in Burlington Gardens, next to the Royal Academy. This space, the 
Museum of Mankind, put on a variety of small ethnographic exhibitions until its closure in 1997. 
Although exhibitions and new galleries featuring works from the ethnography collections began 
opening at the main site in Bloomsbury during the 1990s, the Department of Ethnography did not 
officially move back to the main BM site until 2004, when it was reorganised geographically (to 
exclude Asian, Middle Eastern and European collections, which moved into other departments) and 
renamed Department of Africa, Oceania and the Americas. This move and reintegration, as well as the 
development of a new Centre for Anthropology to facilitate research activities, was overseen by John 
Mack (Keeper, 1990-2004). A more detailed version of this history can be found on the BM’s website: 
<http://www.britishmuseum.org/the_museum/departments/africa,_oceania,_americas/history_of_the_c
ollection.aspx> [accessed 24th September 2012]. 
16 The British Museum also engages with a number of African arts and cultural institutions through its 
Africa Programme; collaborative projects have included the exhibition Hazina, which I discuss later in 
this chapter in the section on Kenya. 
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Chris Spring, the current BM Curator for Northeast, East and South Africa, has 
pursued this direction in his work in the Sainsbury Galleries since the early 2000s, but 
for others, this approach is problematic for the way that contemporary artists are 
perceived. While I pursue these questions in greater detail in chapter six, it is worth 
noting here that Sokari Douglas Camp was also doubtful about the BM’s approach, 
albeit for slightly different reasons. Citing the programme of ‘African’ events 
associated with the recent Ife show as an example of the museum’s tendency to 
homogenise the continent, she said: 
 
I am a bit worried about the British Museum at the moment. Because they’ve had fantastic 
curators there, and with this Ife show, I just don’t feel that they’re really doing it right.17 
Because we know where it [Ife] is, in Africa. Why not concentrate on the things there? Why 
just do the whole of Africa? I was quite shocked, because I did a film […] about a masquerade 
that I adored, and they wanted to show this film. So I called up the woman who was going to 
show the film at the British Museum, and I said, you do realise that it’s not anywhere near Ife? 
And it’s got nothing to do with the Ife kingdom?! She didn’t seem to care! [SDC, 2010]18 
 
As we saw in chapter two, critiques of clumsy and simplistic presentations of Africa’s 
geography and history have emerged in scholarship on contemporary African art in 
recent years, but the frequent divergence between scholarly critical comment, on the 
one hand, and strategies for public engagement, on the other, is an ongoing tension for 
institutions and individuals working in this area.19 In chapters six and seven, I 
                                                
17 Kingdom of Ife: sculptures from West Africa was a large exhibition of 12th-14th century sculpture 
from Ife (in today’s Nigeria/Republic of Benin), put on by the British Museum from 4th March – 6th 
June 2010.  
18 Despite Sokari’s misgivings about the proposed programme, she ultimately agreed to participate in 
an event entitled ‘African Art? Between the real and the imagined’ a panel discussion with Raimi 
Gbadamosi, Ibrahim El Salahi, Sokari Douglas Camp and Chris Spring, which took place a few days 
before the end of the Ife show at the British Museum on 3rd June 2010. As she noted, however, 
although the event sought to complicate simplistic understandings of African art, its premise was 
arguably undermined by its tenuous connection with the Ife exhibition.  
19 Another recent event where this disjunction was apparent was Afropolitans, an ‘evening exploring 
African photography, fashion, style and identity’ which coincided with Figures and Fictions, an 
exhibition of South African photography, and its associated conference, Figures & Fictions : The 
Ethics and Poetics of Photographic Depictions of People, all at the Victoria and Albert Museum. The 
panel discussion at the evening event on ‘What is an Afropolitan?’ sparked some interesting debate 
about ‘Afropolitan’ identities and aesthetics, but overall there was a noticeable slippage between the 
conference’s focus on particular and explicitly identified geographical contexts, and the public-oriented 
event which elided such issues into a broader, celebratory sense of ‘Africanness’. Afropolitans took 
place on the evening of 24th June 2011. For further details see 
<www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/f/afropolitans-24-june-2011/> [accessed 24th September 2012]. 
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examine in greater detail the geographical dimensions of negotiations around these 
issues, especially those that take place between artists and curators. 
 
From researching different types of institution – large or small, publicly or privately 
funded, commercial or educational – it became clear that against an evolving policy 
landscape, the scope for exploring critical perspectives on contemporary African art 
depends a great deal on the status and remit of each organisation. While large 
institutions like the BM and the V&A may focus primarily on delivering accessible 
and marketable projects with wide public appeal, smaller, more academically-oriented 
non-commercial galleries and museums can put greater emphasis on critical 
perspectives on African art. For instance, the Brunei Gallery, an exhibition space 
attached to SOAS, only accepts exhibition proposals which complement or enhance 
the university’s academic activities; as I discuss further in chapter six, these tend to be 
ones which challenge negative media stereotypes of Africa.20  
 
Another space with a critical and often educational agenda is Rivington Place in 
Shoreditch, East London, which hosts exhibitions and events organised by Iniva and 
the photography charity Autograph ABP.21 As I suggested earlier, Iniva emerged out 
of debates around diversity and multiculturalism in the arts in the UK, and since its 
founding in 1994, has played an important role in the development of discourses 
around identity, diversity, and their relationship to visual arts practices in the UK and 
internationally. It has achieved this not only by supporting scholarly events and 
publications and its exhibition programmes, but also through the critical discussions 
sparked by its shifting remit and position within the wider London and UK cultural 
                                                                                                                                       
Figures and Fictions was curated by Tamar Garb, and ran from 12th April to 17th July 2011. For further 
details of the conference, which took place on the 24th and 25th June 2011, see 
<www.vam.ac.uk/whatson/event/1103/> [accessed 24th September 2012].  
20 From interview with Exhibitions Assistant Joy Onyejiake, 2010. Notable exhibitions at the Brunei 
Gallery include the 2005 show Transitions: Botswana, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Namibia and Mozambique 
1960-2004 (part of africa ’05), and the 2007 show Tapping Into The Known: The life and work of 
Christopher Okigbo & Obi Okigbo. During the course of my research, it became clear that many key 
individuals involved with contemporary art from Africa in London are (or have been) affiliated with 
SOAS. These connections create strong links between the university and many of the UK-based 
institutions mentioned above, as well as some of the overseas institutions discussed later in this chapter. 
21 For further details about Rivington Place and the activities of Iniva and Autograph ABP, see 
<http://www.rivingtonplace.org/> [accessed 24th September 2012]. 
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sector.22 Independent curator Christine Takengny, who was at the time of our 
interview working with October Gallery as well as Iniva, emphasised Iniva’s publicly-
funded status as the key to its ability to address these issues: 
 
[Iniva] is a non-for-sale [sic] institution. It has funding from the Arts Council. So I think there 
is more freedom, for the intellectual side, I would say, because you’re not depending on 
selling work. I think you can [be] more conceptual in such a space, like Iniva, compared to a 
commercial gallery. Iniva is more conceptual, because most of the time it’s difficult to sell 
conceptual work. [CT, 2010]23 
 
As I discuss later in this chapter, the challenges of attempting to show more 
conceptual or experimental work are not restricted to UK settings, and are an ongoing 
problem for artists (and curators) working outside the expectations or demands of the 
art market. 
 
If the activities and evolving institutional focus of Iniva signal ongoing attempts to 
critically engage with diversity from the mid-1990s onwards, the ten-year follow-up 
to africa ’95, the africa ’05 festival, and its showpiece exhibition, Africa Remix: 
Contemporary Art of a Continent, arguably reveal parallel impulses in a rather 
different direction. Africa Remix took place at the Southbank Centre’s Hayward 
Gallery, and featured 75 artists from 23 different African countries.24 This exhibition 
provoked critical debate in the UK and beyond, much of which crystallises some of 
the key geographical points of tension in the contemporary African art world, and 
which I explore throughout the subsequent discussion. Criticisms centred on the 
show’s seemingly unattainable goal of presenting ‘Africa’ to the audience and its 
muddled conception of who and what could be expected to represent ‘African-ness’; 
                                                
22 From personal notes on conversations with Teresa Cisneros, Education Curator, Iniva; I discussed 
Iniva’s recent history with a number of interviewees, including Paul Goodwin, Roger Malbert and 
Christine Takengny. See also Lisa Binder, Contemporary African Art. 
23 Christine co-curated Whose Map is it? New Mapping by Artists together with Teresa Cisneros; the 
exhibition took place at Rivington Place from 2nd June to 24th July 2010. It was also the occasion of the 
symposium ‘Crossing Boundaries’ (see chapter two, footnote 83). 
24 Africa Remix was curated by an international team including lead researcher and independent curator 
Simon Njami, Roger Malbert (Hayward Gallery, London), Jean-Hubert Martin (Museum Kunst Palast, 
Düsseldorf), Marie-Laure Bernadac (Centre Georges Pompidou) and David Elliott (Director, Mori Art 
Museum, Tokyo). Between 2004 and 2007, the show travelled to each of the four museums involved in 
organising the show, with a final stop at the Johannesburg Art Gallery in South Africa. For further 
details of Africa Remix see the Hayward’s micro-site: 
<http://ticketing.southbankcentre.co.uk/minisites/africaremix/05.htm> [accessed 16th February 2012]. 
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but from the organisers’ perspective, Africa Remix was an opportunity to challenge 
persistent negative Western stereotypes about Africa and present an upbeat image.  
  
As I discuss further in chapter seven, evaluating the impact of ‘mega-shows’ is 
complex; while they may stimulate critique and inspire new and more sophisticated 
curatorial approaches, the greater visibility they bring may also boost markets and 
lead to new commercial ventures which capitalise on their legacy without absorbing 
much of the debate surrounding them. In the case of Africa Remix, the show was 
remembered by several of my interviewees as a necessary but now outdated stage in 
the evolution of London’s contemporary African art scene, and in some cases, this has 
undoubtedly encouraged renewed reflection on developing better curatorial strategies. 
For example, Tate Modern curator Kerryn Greenberg explicitly drew a contrast 
between Africa Remix and the current approach at Tate Modern:  
 
Tropicália25 was at the Barbican, and Hayward did Africa Remix. Don’t get me wrong. These 
were important shows at the time, but I’m not sure we need to keep doing them. I think for us, 
it’s a different emphasis. We’re really interested in contemporary international art, and how 
trends can be seen globally, how artists move and how the way they move affects the way 
they work, so for us it wouldn’t be appropriate to do a region-specific show. That might 
change with our new Director, but up until now it’s been about monographic and thematic 
group shows. [KG, 2010]  
 
While I explore the geographical implications of Kerryn’s remarks further in chapter 
seven, here is it worth noting that Tate Modern’s engagement with contemporary 
African art has grown significantly since the late 2000s, and as Kerryn suggests, has 
focused on exploring the work of individual artists, as well as developing thoughtful 
group exhibitions like Contested Terrains.26 This show brought four artists into 
dialogue around themes such as conflict over resources, the legacy of colonialism and 
the juxtaposition of historic and contemporary forms of spirituality, in a way that 
                                                
25 Tropicália (2006) was a ‘Major festival of art, music, film, theatre and dance celebrating Tropicália – 
the cultural revolution that re-defined Brazilian art, politics, music and fashion in the 1960s and 
beyond.’ See <http://www.barbican.org.uk/tropicalia> [accessed 8th October 2012]. 
26 Recent exhibitions at Tate Modern have included Nicholas Hlobo (2008/2009), Contested Terrains 
(2011) and William Kentridge: I am not me, the horse is not mine (2012); works shown within the 
permanent collections have included Guy Tillim’s Congo Democratic series, and works by Fréderic 
Bruly Bouabré; Kerryn Greenberg also organised the ‘Curating in Africa’ symposium in October 2010, 
which was funded by the World Collections Programme, and brought together leading African curators 
to address the current state of curatorial practice in this region.  
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sidestepped any claims to represent ‘African art’.27 Importantly, it was organised in 
collaboration with the Centre for Contemporary Art, Lagos, in Nigeria, and as such, 
as I argue later, arguably points to the future direction of many contemporary African 
art projects in the UK and beyond.28 Such projects form part of wider efforts to raise 
the profile of contemporary art from Africa at Tate Modern, by mounting shows, 
buying work, and establishing better connections with African arts organisations.29  
 
Since Africa Remix, as we saw in the opening sketch to this chapter, other new 
ventures have sprung up alongside Tate Modern’s efforts, particularly in the 
commercial gallery sector in London.30 For some, promoting art from Africa is a 
political move aiming to address its general exclusion from the contemporary art 
world; for others, the motivation apparently centres around simply bringing ‘great art’ 
to London, regardless of its place of origin. As I explore in subsequent chapters, the 
tension between emphasising these two rather different approaches led to some 
interesting reflections from many of my interviewees; in the commercial sector, 
especially, it remains unclear how far the ‘African-ness’ of art from Africa is a selling 
point or a burden when it comes to attracting buyers from different backgrounds, and 
what kind of ‘African-ness’ is expected or desired.  
 
                                                
27 I reviewed Contested Terrains favourably on my blog African Art in London – see 
<http://africanartinlondon.wordpress.com/2011/08/05/review-contested-terrains-tate-modern/> 
[accessed 8th October 2012]. 
28 Some smaller non-commercial arts organisations in London – notably Gasworks and the Delfina 
Foundation – are also pursuing a similar agenda, albeit on a smaller scale and with more of a focus on 
residencies. See <http://www.gasworks.org.uk/> [accessed 8th October 2012] and  
<http://delfinafoundation.com/about/mission/> [accessed 8th October 2012].   
29 These plans received a boost in July 2011 with the announcement of a new funding partnership with 
the Nigerian bank Guaranty Trust Bank (GTB), supporting a new curatorial post (which was filled in 
2011 by Elvira Dyangani Ose), a new annual project (the first of which was Contested Terrains), and 
an Africa Acquisitions Committee focusing in particular on work from sub-Saharan Africa, to add to 
the 100 or so works by African artists already held by the gallery (which are mostly from South and 
North Africa). Such projects form part of Tate Modern’s wider strategy to broaden its programmes and 
collections beyond its traditional focus on European and American modern and contemporary art. Most 
of this expansion is funded by patrons’ groups with special interests in particular geographical areas. 
30 In addition to those mentioned here, there are galleries in London which have relationships with 
individual artists from Africa and the African diaspora, but do not specialise in this, and position 
themselves more firmly as contemporary galleries showing international artists. Examples include 
Victoria Miro (artist: Wangechi Mutu) and the Beardsmore Gallery (artist: Atta Kwami). There are also 
a number of other small specialist dealerships around the UK, which operate mostly through online 
galleries, combined with occasional temporary exhibitions in hired spaces. These dealerships tend to 
offer work in well-established popular genres; examples include Guruve, <www.guruve.com> 
[accessed 24th September 2012] and Chique Afrique, <www.sculptureincheshire.co.uk> [accessed 24th 
September 2012] both of which specialise in Shona sculpture from Zimbabwe; and Art Out Of Africa, 
<http://artoutofafrica.blogspot.co.uk/> [accessed 24th September 2012], which sells Tingatinga art.  
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Several of the new UK-based initiatives involving contemporary African art from the 
mid-2000s have been mostly web-based, with itinerant or temporary ‘real world’ 
locations. For example, Imagine Art After, a multi-stage art project co-produced and 
curated by Serbian artist Breda Beban and independent curator Eline van der Vlist 
from 2005, brought together twenty artists from around the world to create dialogues 
between those who had left their home countries for the UK and those who had 
stayed.31 The first edition of the project involved partnerships with the Guardian 
newspaper website, which hosted online dialogues between artists, and with Tate 
Britain, which hosted the exhibition of the final commissioned works. Eline explained 
that the Tate collaboration was an unusual one, but that it went ahead thanks to 
Breda’s reputation, 
 
combined with the fact that they’re a big institution, they also have to tick their diversity 
boxes. I’m being very crude now, but that’s – but they still did it, and I think that’s really 
great. [EVDV, 2010] 
 
Chapter five examines more closely the question of relationships between small, 
independent projects or businesses and larger institutions, and the way this can affect 
what work is shown and how. 
 
Another online, itinerant initiative is Cocoa Arts, a gallery and consultancy founded 
by Nigerian-born independent curator Annabelle Mu’azu, also in 2005.32 Although 
she initially focused on art fairs and exhibitions, Annabelle now prefers to concentrate 
more on independent non-commercial curatorial projects, in the UK and overseas.33 
                                                
31 The first edition (2005-2008) included artists from Eritrea and Nigeria, while the second (2009-2012) 
includes artists from Zimbabwe, Cameroon and Nigeria. Due to unforeseen circumstances the project is 
currently on hold until further notice. See <http://imagineartafter.org/> [accessed 10th October 2012]. 
32 Annabelle began to engage with contemporary art from Africa during her undergraduate studies at 
SOAS, and later worked as the project administrator for africa ’95, during which she assisted 
Clementine Deliss with curating and organising Seven Stories about Africa. This inspired her to move 
into independent curatorial work, which she pursued first at the Alliance Française and the British 
Council in Nigeria, and later in the UK.  
33 Annabelle’s biggest independent project to date was As It Is! Contemporary Art From Africa and 
The Diaspora, a four-part group exhibition series held at Mojo Gallery in Dubai, which featured over 
twenty contemporary artists working in Africa and beyond. The exhibitions were: Africa Uploaded: 
Experiences Through the Lens (December 2010); Ancestral Space: Translated Identities (January 
2011); Statements of Intent: A Generation Provoked (February 2011); and As it Is! Africa Applauded 
(March 2011). The final instalment was timed to coincide with Art Dubai 2011, the leading 
contemporary art fair in the Middle East region. Further information can be found at 
<www.themojogallery.com/asitis/exhibition-asitis.php> [accessed 24th September 2012]. 
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This tactical change was partly due to the economic downturn at the end of the 
decade, but also due to the difficulties she experienced selling contemporary art from 
Africa and the belief that her knowledge and skills could be put to better use: 
 
The response has been up and down. I think, especially as I started during a recession, people 
are looking for their fun money to pay for their mortgages, and not investing in a painting 
that’s worth £2000, £3000. […] But certainly from the Windsor art fairs that I did, it’s about 
educating people. […] A lot of people that I met, especially at the Windsor art fairs, were 
buying things to fit in with their furniture. And I’m like, I’m sorry, I’m not that sort of 
promoter of art. That was a bit difficult. […] At the end of 2008, I just thought, I’m really not 
good at this, I’m not good at selling, and I really wanted to focus on my curatorial work. And 
so I kind of got involved in small projects. [AM, 2010]  
 
As Annabelle implies, public expectations about what African art should look like can 
present challenges for gallerists and curators seeking to explore different kinds of 
work; in chapter seven, I discuss in more detail how these preconceptions and 
conflicting ideas can lead to interesting curatorial interventions.  
 
By 2007, Bonhams auction house had begun to explore the market for modern and 
contemporary African art, beginning with the first auction of South African art ever to 
be held outside South Africa, and then widening its focus to include other parts of the 
continent. 34 It has held its Africa Now sales since 2009, operating on an alternating 
basis between London and New York. Giles Peppiatt, Director of the South African 
Art Department at Bonhams and founder of the South African and Africa Now sales, 
suggested that African art is still a very small market, but with potential for growth, 
which Bonhams is keen to exploit. He was unequivocal about his commercial outlook, 
and about where his responsibilities lay: 
 
There are two sides to the art world, I suppose, the whorehouse and the nunnery. And we’re 
very much in the whorehouse! The museums are very much the nunnery. And they’re the ones 
who are motivated by the art, and the galleries, promoting the artists, and that sort of stuff. We 
                                                
34 As I discuss in more detail later, the extent to which the South African art scene connects with art 
scenes in the rest of the African continent is debatable, and the separation of the Bonhams auctions into 
the ‘South African’ and ‘African’ sales reflects this. See <www.bonhams.com/about_us> [accessed 
24th September 2012]. 
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are there, I’m afraid – not to commercially exploit, but certainly to reflect the market to our 
clients, and to reflect what is happening commercially, in the market. [GP, 2011]  
 
While Giles offers a rather brutal vision of a divided art scene, in my experience of 
the field of contemporary African art in London, although different institutions and 
businesses certainly have their own aims and interests, there are often overlaps in 
terms of perspectives and practical engagement in the field.  
 
A good example of a business which creates partnerships across different kinds of 
organisations is visual arts agency Tafeta + Partners, which was set up by Nigerian-
born consultant Ayo Adeyinka in 2007. Tafeta does a mixture of advisory and 
dealership work worldwide, with special expertise in Nigerian art. However, it has 
also developed projects with a variety of different partners within London, such as 
Nigerians Behind the Lens, a non-selling exhibition of contemporary photography 
from Nigeria which took place at Bonhams to coincide with the Africa Now auction in 
2011.35 Tafeta does not have its own gallery space, but collaborates with corporate 
partners and galleries to put on shows, such as the solo show Adeniyi (‘Niyi) 
Olagunju: Structures of Trade at Fred [London]; in a separate venture, Ayo has also 
recently launched Tiwani Contemporary, the gallery responsible for the ‘Art Connect’ 
event mentioned earlier, which I discuss later in this section.36  
 
Apart from October Gallery, Fred [London] was the first commercial gallery with a 
permanent space in London to begin to specialise in contemporary African art. Now 
located in the thriving gallery district of Fitzrovia, Fred Mann founded his gallery on 
Vyner Street, East London in 2005.37 In 2009 the gallery began to focus on 
contemporary art from Africa and its diaspora, and now counts shows of work by 
people of African origin as around 40% of its activities. With its diverse stable of 
                                                
35 Nigerians Behind the Lens, although a non-selling exhibition, was not entirely non-commercial as 
the show was designed to promote the publication of a fine art book of the same title. 
36 Adeniyi (‘Niyi) Olagunju: Structures of Trade took place at Fred [London] from 5th August – 5th 
September 2010.  
37 Vyner Street in Hackney, East London, has been considered a hotspot for small commercial galleries, 
including Fred [London] and DegreeArt.com Gallery, where Chagan Contemporary (discussed below) 
held the show Contemporary South African Artists: a group show from 21st July – 1st August 2010. 
However, the recent recession and mounting property prices in the area have led many galleries to 
relocate to areas such as Fitzrovia in central London, where Fred [London] opened a new space in 
October 2012. See <www.fred-london.com> [accessed 24th September 2012] and David Batty, ‘East 
End art galleries forced to go west as local scene ‘dies’’, The Guardian 6th June 2012. 
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international artists, white-cube, small-scale approach and location amongst several 
other galleries of a similar aesthetic, Fred [London] does not overtly present itself as a 
key location for contemporary art from Africa, preferring to maintain stylised 
neutrality and avoiding the claim to ‘embrace all cultures’ made by October Gallery. 
 
A comparable strategy is favoured by three other galleries which opened in London at 
around the same time: Ed Cross Fine Art, an itinerant gallery and dealership founded 
by Ed Cross in 2009 which specialises in contemporary African art; Chagan 
Contemporary, another itinerant gallery and dealership focusing in particular on South 
African art, founded by Geeta Chagan in 2010; and Jack Bell Gallery, which has been 
run by Jack Bell from premises in Mason’s Yard since 2011, and represents primarily 
African artists and artists from the African diaspora.38 While these galleries all take 
slightly different approaches to representing African art and artists, which I explore in 
more detail in subsequent chapters, they all opted to use their own names to identify 
their galleries, in a move echoing common practice in commercial galleries in the 
contemporary art world more widely. In chapter seven, I show how decisions over 
naming strategies such as these can reveal some of the geographical terms of 
negotiation shaping how African art and artists are presented in various different 
contexts. 
 
Discussing her reasons for setting up her gallery, Geeta Chagan emphasised the 
commercial sense behind addressing the gap in the London art market that she 
identified as regards contemporary art from South Africa:  
 
I suddenly noticed there was a niche market which hadn’t been entered, and the artists haven’t 
been shown in London, or in Europe really. There are galleries in London that work with other 
galleries in South Africa, who bring over artists who are more established, but I’ve been doing 
my research, and I’ve noticed that they’re not really selling in the UK, because people find the 
prices too high. […] Whereas the work I’m showing is sort of emerging artists, which I think 
people find more exciting, and more affordable, bottom line. [GC, 2010] 
 
                                                
38 When it opened in early 2010, Jack Bell Gallery was located in premises near Victoria Station in 
central London; its move to Mason’s Yard in September 2011 represented the gallery’s rapid success 
and growing reputation. See <http://www.edcrossfineart.com/> [accessed 18th November 2012]; 
<http://www.chagancontemporary.com/> [accessed 18th November 2012]; 
<http://www.jackbellgallery.com/> [accessed 18th November 2012]. 
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Fred, by contrast, suggested that his main motivation was redressing imbalances in the 
international contemporary art system, which he argued tends to exclude artists and 
art from African backgrounds: 
 
It seemed to me that if you’re trying to run an exhibition programme where you’re curating 
and you’re thinking about cultural politics, but you actually never have any shows by any 
artists who are people of colour, you’re not really representing the world culturally. […] I 
thought that the only real way to confront this ideological point was actually to go to Africa. 
And also to look quite closely at what was happening with some young African-American 
artists, and artists in the diaspora, and to see if there was any kind of cross-cultural thread. 
[FM, 2011] 
 
Fred contrasted his explicitly political stance with that of some other commercial 
galleries in London: 
 
I know lots of people in the art world think that you can put on exhibitions and not be 
political, but I’m not one of those people. […] For example, the Haunch of Venison did an 
African photography show that was completely apolitical. Didn’t have any pictures of African 
people in it. It was all sheep, and cows, and zebra. I was a bit like, we know it’s a beautiful 
country… what’s happening in the country? [FM, 2011] 
 
Fred [London] thus sets itself apart from galleries which take a more circumspect 
approach to politics, and which prefer instead to emphasise the inherent aesthetic 
interest and value of the work they show. Chapter three noted that this tension is often 
played out through questions of context, and in the later chapters I return to these 
galleries to elaborate on this point. 
 
Another gallery attempting to strike a balance between stressing the universal appeal 
and significance of art, and its specific political focus on supporting and promoting art 
from Africa, is arc Gallery, a small commercial gallery located on a canal boat in 
Tottenham, north-east London. arc is run by its Nigerian founder and Director John 
Egbo, and explicitly seeks to address the lack of black and/or African artists in 
London’s contemporary art scene, but as part of a wider commitment to making art 
accessible to all. As the gallery’s website states, its ‘primary goal is to foster 
excellence in the visual arts through a range of mediums [sic] including exhibitions, 
educational programmes, artist support and marketing of art works. We promote Art 
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for All, with specialist expertise in promoting modern and contemporary art from 
Africa and Diaspora.’39 In later chapters, I discuss John’s sometimes challenging 
experiences in trying to achieve these aims in the context of the wider London art 
scene.   
 
In this rapidly growing and diversifying contemporary African art scene in London, 
the most recent newcomer is perhaps also the most exciting. Tiwani Contemporary, 
the gallery whose event ‘Art Connect’ introduced this chapter, opened in central 
London in late 2011. It is run by Maria Varnava, Ayo Adeyinka and Jude Cesar, with 
curatorial support and advice from CCA, Lagos and its Director, Bisi Silva; as such, it 
is the first London gallery to maintain a direct and ongoing partnership with an arts 
organisation based in Africa.40 As their website explains, ‘Tiwani Contemporary 
focuses principally on contemporary artists based in Nigeria from across Africa and 
its diaspora as well from the Global South. The gallery’s aim is to present the works 
of emerging and established artists through solo, group and thematic exhibitions to a 
London institutional, corporate and collector base’.41 This Nigeria-centred, 
internationally-oriented programme has strong resonances with the outlook of CCA, 
Lagos, which I discuss later in this chapter.  
 
While the long-term trajectory of the contemporary African art scene in London is not 
yet clear, and will depend on a number of factors (perhaps especially the UK’s current 
economic troubles), there is no doubt that the scene has been transformed during the 
course of this research. The influence of CCA, Lagos – through its partnerships with 
Tate Modern and Tiwani Contemporary – represents a notable shift, whereby 
organisations based in Africa are beginning to play a strategic role in shaping the 
critical debate in London. Looking back to chapter two’s discussion of the 
longstanding marginalisation of critique and practice from ‘peripheral’ locations 
within the art establishment, we can already begin to see the significance of this; in 
                                                
39 See <http://www.artarc-collective.com/about-us/> [website offline at time of writing]. 
40 Tiwani Contemporary was initially financed by a Maria’s father, a Nigerian art collector of Italian 
origin, making it a second example of Nigerian funding entering the UK contemporary art world (the 
first being the partnership between Tate Modern and GTB, discussed earlier).  
41 See <www.tiwani.co.uk/about> [accessed 24th September 2012]. Before the launch of the official 
website, the gallery’s holding page (which is no longer online) described its remit slightly differently, 
with more emphasis on its Nigerian focus: ‘Tiwani’s primary goal is to provide an international 
platform for contemporary art from Nigeria which is little known and to place Nigerian art within a pan 
African context as well as develop a dialogue with the Global South and with the rest of the world’. 
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chapter seven, I explore the broader implications for negotiations over the 
geographies of the field in more detail.  
 
Although it is too early to say, both Jack Bell and Fred [London]’s recent moves to 
more prestigious locations, and the emergence and continuation of the Bonhams sales, 
may also indicate a strengthening market for contemporary African art in London. 
More generally, while at the beginning of this project several of the galleries and 
projects mentioned here were just starting out, as we have seen, by the end, they were 
well-established and there is a small but recognisable scene in the city.42 As the 
opening sketch showed, those working with contemporary African art in London are 
increasingly connected professionally, even though their individual concerns and 
activities can be very distinct. I expand on the idea of networks in the final part of this 
chapter, but first, I want to follow some of the paths opened up by my contacts in 
London to other art scenes around the world, beginning in the United States. 
 
 
The United States 
 
Unlike the UK, the US has a number of non-commercial institutions dealing 
specifically with art from Africa and the African diaspora. Early on in my fieldwork, I 
noted professional connections between October Gallery and the National Museum of 
African Art (NMAfA) at the Smithsonian in Washington D.C. Further research 
revealed a number of other institutions and galleries also specialising in African art in 
the US; in this part of chapter four, then, I offer some insights into the field in the US 
and trace some of the international networks of importance. As was the case for the 
UK, I do not claim to provide an exhaustive account of the US scene, but instead, 
highlight some of its more significant features, with a view to drawing contrasts and 
tracing connections between the UK, the US, and other art scenes around the world.43 
                                                
42 On the other hand, at the time of writing, Chagan Contemporary and arc appear to be inactive, 
showing the mixed fortunes of gallerists attempting to break into the art scene. 
43 In addition to those discussed here, several other institutions (both publicly and privately funded) 
could be mentioned, including the Museum of Contemporary African Diasporan Arts (MoCADA) in 
Brooklyn, New York, which uses the visual arts to engage with artistic production and social and 
political issues facing the African Diaspora (see <http://mocada.org/> [accessed 11th October 2012]); 
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One of the two most prominent museums working with African art in the United 
States, NMAfA began as a private educational establishment in the 1960s. Now part 
of the public Smithsonian Institution, it ‘fosters the discovery and appreciation of the 
visual arts of Africa, the cradle of humanity’.44 Deputy director and chief curator 
Christine Kreamer argued that the museum has been a world-leader in contemporary 
African art: 
 
We’re the only museum at this point with an exclusive focus on the arts of Africa, both 
traditional and contemporary, with a very active collecting mandate. There are other museums 
out there now who are beginning to focus on this stuff, but we are the one in the US doing 
this, and we were one of the leaders in it early on. In the 60s, before we were ever a 
Smithsonian museum, contemporary art was part of our story. And that’s sort of radical for 
those days, really, because they were two different camps, and really African contemporary 
wasn’t on anybody’s radar in the 60s. [CK, 2010]  
 
However, others were less enthusiastic about NMAfA’s current abilities to engage 
successfully with living artists, and noted that it has an erratic record when it comes to 
contemporary art, having generally focused on more historic art forms.45 For instance, 
US-based Nigerian artist and art history PhD student Smooth Nzewi suggested that 
                                                                                                                                       
and the Fowler Museum at the University of California, Los Angeles, which shows global art and 
culture, with a particular emphasis on Africa, Asia, the Pacific and the Americas, and hosted the Arts 
Council of the African Studies Association (ACASA) Triennial Symposium in 2011 (see  
<http://www.fowler.ucla.edu/> [accessed 11th October 2012]). For a fuller account of some of the 
museums working with contemporary African art in the United States, see Representing Africa in 
American Art Museums: A Century of Collecting and Display, ed. by Kathleen Bickford Berzock and 
Christa Clarke (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2011). 
44 Aside from its exhibitions, one of the most important aspects of NMAfA is the Warren M. Robbins 
Library, which is arguably the world’s best resource centre for researching African visual art. It 
contains more than 32,000 books and other resources, which have been meticulously catalogued by the 
librarian, Janet Stanley. The importance of the library for researchers, but also for their subsequent 
career development, was underlined by comments from various interviewees. Janet’s expertise makes 
her an important figure in the international scene, and she also travels a great deal, especially to 
countries in Africa, and is adept at forging connections between individuals that she encounters, acting 
as a global point of contact between artists, curators, academics and others. See <africa.si.edu/> 
[accessed 26th September 2012]. 
45 In our interview, Christine Kreamer noted that the 1990s were an especially exciting time for 
contemporary art at NMAfA, with a number of important acquisitions and interchange with European 
organisations such as October Gallery. Elizabeth Harney was employed as the Museum’s first 
contemporary curator in 2000. However, since mid-2003 this position has been vacant, and there have 
been other funding and staffing cuts during the 2000s. For a full account see David Binkley, Bryna 
Freyer, Christine Mullen Kreamer, Andrea Nicolls and Allyson Purpura, ‘Building a National 
Collection of African Art: The Life History of a Museum’, in Berzock and Clarke, Representing Africa, 
pp. 265-288.  
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the curators ‘flirt with the contemporary’ [USN, 2010] without putting in enough time 
or effort to really understand it. Moreover, from his perspective, 
 
[t]he problem is always, when people show art, in NMAfA, the focus is not on the artist, it’s 
always on the art pieces. And what the art pieces tell us about Africa. That’s always the 
problem – what does this art piece tell us about Africa? But when you return the focus not to 
the curator but to the artist, you can understand the processes in which the artists create, and 
the sort of message the artist is intent on passing across. [USN, 2010]  
 
As I explore in more detail in the following chapter, these kinds of criticisms 
highlight the tensions that can arise when there is a mismatch between the curatorial 
strategy, the art, the artist’s expectations and the institutional setting. 
 
Another major African art institution in the United States is located in the country’s 
art capital of New York. The Museum for African Art puts on temporary and 
travelling exhibitions of traditional and contemporary art, and is ‘dedicated to the arts 
and cultures of Africa and the African Diaspora’.46 Since opening as a private 
museum in New York City in 1984, it has organised a series of high-profile 
exhibitions, including the seminal 1991 show Africa Explores and the 2003 exhibition 
Looking Both Ways. In contrast to NMAfA, the Museum for African Art was 
conceived as an institution producing concept-driven shows rather than as a collecting 
institution; however, my interviewees reported that the Museum for African Art is 
now beginning to build a permanent collection and NMAfA is travelling more shows, 
so in some respects the institutions are arguably becoming more similar. 
 
The role and emphasis of the Museum for African Art is a matter of constant 
reflection, with negotiations centring around the institution’s geographical remit and 
the extent to which this should be highlighted, downplayed or critiqued.47 Curator 
                                                
46 Originally known as the Center for African Art, the Museum’s first home was on the Upper East 
Side, until 1992, when it relocated to SoHo. In 2002, it moved again to temporary quarters in Long 
Island City, Queens, before closing to the public in 2005 to focus on the development of a new, larger 
gallery space at the top end of Manhattan’s prestigious ‘Museum Mile’. The development has had a 
number of setbacks but is due to open in 2013/2014. See <www.africanart.org/about/> [accessed 26th 
September 2012]. 
47 The history of the Museum for African Art is traced in detail in Mary Nooter Roberts and Susan 
Vogel in collaboration with Chris Muller, Exhibition-ism: Museums and African Art (New York: 
Museum for African Art, 1994). 
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Lisa Binder explained that while some at the Museum frame its mission as a 
geographically-specific cultural centre, she prefers to emphasise its role as a platform 
for contemporary art; as she continued,  
 
I mostly work with contemporary artists who I allow to kind of self-define their work, and 
who they are – not that I allow that, sorry, they do! – [they] tell me how they want to be 
perceived, and how to situate their work. So far the exhibitions are very, very clean, very little 
label-happy, very much about experiencing their work as if you were in any contemporary – 
the New Museum, or MoMA [Museum Of Modern Art], you come to the work, and then you 
learn about the artist and the greater context through the work and maybe through the 
catalogue, and maybe audio-tour and programming, rather than a lot of wall text and situating 
it geographically. [LB, 2010]  
 
Lisa’s preference for direct encounters with the work (as opposed to a lot of 
labelling), as well as her self-awareness about questions of self-definition when 
working with artists, reveal her wish to engage with, and participate in, international 
contemporary art circles, as opposed to more ethnography or tradition-oriented 
museums such as NMAfA. She made this point more explicitly while discussing some 
of the institutions she and her colleagues had been working with for the touring show 
El Anatsui: When I Last Wrote to You about Africa:48  
 
[The show is] going to all contemporary galleries or museums or centres or wings or 
whatever, which I think is fascinating, because other than Marlene Dumas or William 
Kentridge and that kind of artist, or Yinka [Shonibare], or Chris Ofili, other than those kind of 
artists, I don’t think there’s ever been a solo travelling blockbuster exhibition of a 
contemporary artist from Africa. […] It’s people I know in all of the places, and I’m really, 
really proud of the tour. […] not that we’re excluding the Fowler [at UCLA] or the Museum 
of African Art or you know […] institutions that aren’t solely geared toward contemporary art. 
But I think it’s really exciting that that’s happening, really fascinating. [LB, 2010]  
 
As I discuss in later chapters, the apparent conflict between ‘ethnographic’ or 
geographically-defined approaches and ‘contemporary art’ approaches is one that lies 
at the heart of many ongoing debates within contemporary African art. 
 
                                                
48 El Anatsui: When I Last Wrote to You about Africa premiered at the Royal Ontario Museum, Canada, 
in October 2010, and has been touring a variety of North American museums since then. See Binder, El 
Anatsui. 
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The Museum for African Art is New York’s most visible institution in the field, but a 
number of smaller museums and galleries also contribute to the city’s scene, which is 
comparable in size to London’s although differently oriented. One important factor 
shaping engagements with African art in the US is African American history, politics, 
culture and contemporary life, which although it has produced its own institutions, 
exhibitions and debates, has often come into dialogue with debates around African art, 
especially in relation to questions of identity and belonging, diaspora and 
‘blackness’.49 An important institution engaging directly with such issues is the Studio 
Museum in Harlem; founded in New York in 1968, it began as a centre advancing the 
work of African American artists, but has since expanded its mission to include 
anyone globally who identifies with black descent, putting on temporary exhibitions, 
building a permanent collection and also hosting artist residencies.50  
 
I discussed the structure of the museum scene in New York, and the different ways of 
categorising and ranking institutions, with Studio Museum associate curator Naomi 
Beckwith. She explained that while the main classificatory factors were size and 
operating budget, by which criteria the Studio Museum is somewhere between ‘small’ 
and ‘mid-sized’, it is also positioned as both a culturally-specific institution, and a 
contemporary art institution:51 
 
[Culturally-specific institutions] have a mission that’s driven by whatever culture they respond 
to. But at the same time we try to be as broad as possible in what can be included in that. […] 
So our mission is about black art and culture, but it can span sort of any decade. We focus, 
however, on contemporary art. So if anything, we’re thought of mostly as a contemporary art 
museum. We have done shows, from the 19th century, which is great, but that’s more of a rare 
focus for us. So we’re also known for our special exhibitions, sort of temporary shows that 
you see now. [NB, 2010] 
 
                                                
49 As Leon Wainwright has observed, the African American experience has at times arguably exerted 
undue influence over curatorial engagements with ‘blackness’ and the African diaspora outside the 
United States, at the expense of other more locally-relevant histories and stories. See Leon Wainwright, 
‘New Provincialisms’. 
50 See <http://www.studiomuseum.org/> [accessed 18th November 2012].  
51 Other examples of culturally-specific museums in New York City include El Museo del Barrio, a 
‘sibling institution’ to the Studio Museum in Harlem focusing on Latino, Caribbean and Latin 
American art and culture; and the Museum of Chinese in America, which focuses on the history and 
culture of people of Chinese descent in the United States. Naomi also mentioned the Queens Museum 
of Art, which responds to the diverse immigrant communities living in the borough.  
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Naomi thus saw the Studio Museum as the frontrunner in working with contemporary 
African art in New York, despite the Museum for African Art’s strong focus on 
contemporary art and its efforts to move away from ethnographic-style exhibits. 
 
In addition to non-selling institutions like the Museum for African Art and the Studio 
Museum, as in London, a growing array of commercial enterprises including galleries 
and auction houses plays an important role in giving emerging artists a platform in 
New York from which they can begin to advance their careers.52 The longest 
established commercial gallery focusing on contemporary African art in the city is 
Contemporary African Art Gallery, which was founded by Bill Karg in the late 
1980s.53 Bill has developed his business selling work to museums, corporate clients 
and private individuals from his apartment showroom and via his website, and he now 
represents over thirty artists from all over the continent.  
 
One of Bill’s main motivations for setting up his business was what he perceived to 
be a lack of opportunity and respect for African artists in the US.54 He therefore 
explicitly positions his business as an educational as well as a commercial enterprise, 
and in this sense is arguably similar to Fred Mann and John Egbo, who, as we saw 
earlier, view their galleries at least partly as critical platforms. While Fred and John 
aim to tackle exclusion within the art world, Bill’s declared target is somewhat larger, 
as he sees himself as contributing to dispelling misconceptions about Africa itself: 
 
I’ve learned an enormous amount over time, some of it very negative, about how little 
Americans know, or maybe even want to know about Africa. […] I will have people visiting 
                                                
52 Auctions such as Bonhams and Phillips de Pury & Company have seen rather mixed success. Bill 
Karg described the Bonhams Africa Now sale in 2010 as ‘totally anaemic’ [BK, 2010], but Lisa Binder 
said that ‘they’re building the market whether people like it or not, and that’s great, I think’ [LB, 2010]. 
53 Bill’s interest in art from Africa began when he spent five years in different African countries in the 
early 1980s, working as an architect and housing consultant. His gallery is located on the Upper West 
Side of Manhattan, and is comparatively isolated from the gallery scenes of districts like Chelsea, 
where Skoto (which I discuss later) and Jack Shainman are located. See 
<www.contempafricanart.com/index.html> [26th September 2012]. 
54 Bill came to this view through his interest in Zimbabwean sculpture, and his perception that it was 
well-received and understood in the UK and other European countries but not in the US. Interestingly, 
his view was directly contradicted by one of the UK’s leading dealers, Guruve, which states that 
‘Shona sculpture is widely accepted as the most important art movement to emerge from Africa in the 
twentieth century. It is very popular in the United States and Continental Europe, but it is less well 
known in the UK.’ It seems fair to suggest that art dealers in general may be inclined (consciously or 
not) to position their own work as attempts to fill gaps in the market, and in the public appreciation of 
art. See <http://www.guruve.com/discover_/shona.php> [accessed 11th October 2012].  
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the gallery who are otherwise well-educated, and otherwise well-intended, and will talk about 
Africa as a country, not a continent of three times the United States, with 53 countries! And 
enormous diversity and richness. Such that I’ve developed a habit, only in recent years, of just 
putting a current map of Africa on the table in the gallery, for people as a take-away, as a 
beginning.  
 
So do you see that as part of your mission here, to help improve that situation? 
 
I do. And I don’t do it with a hammer, I do it lightly, with the maps lying there on the table, 
and after an opening, they’ll all be gone. No-one will mention it, but they’ll all be gone. 
[BK, 2010]  
 
The geographical imaginations of audiences within and beyond the art world are a key 
point of intervention for some gallerists and curators, but strategies for tackling this 
vary and reveal the complex geographies of ‘Africa’ as it is negotiated within these 
contexts. 
 
As the owner of the longest established and most prominent contemporary African art 
dealership in the US, Bill is well-positioned to offer an insight into how the national 
scene has changed since the 1980s. In recent years he has worked with a number of 
other institutions and sold work to major museum collections, and although most of 
this business has been within the US, the career of Nnenna Okore shows that these 
connections have at times gone further, as I discuss in chapter five. As Bill 
commented, however, when he first began dealing in contemporary African art, things 
were very different, not only in terms of its geographical reach and connectedness, but 
also in terms of hostility towards commercial galleries on the part of museums: 
 
When I began, I was a real pariah in the eyes of any institution. That’s changed. 
 
Why was that? 
 
Because I was selling. I was dirty. I was flogging the art. 
 
Were you selling to them? 
 
No, of course not, they wouldn’t even talk to me. The Museum for African Art, under Susan 
Vogel, wouldn’t touch it. The Studio Museum in Harlem never darkened my door.  
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Why is that? 
 
Because they’re the pure thing, they’re not tainted by any motivation to sell. [BK, 2010]  
 
As we saw above, NMAfA was one of the first museums to begin to explore 
contemporary art from Africa, and helped transform Bill’s frosty relationship with 
institutions into productive one, albeit on a short-lived basis in this instance: 
 
[NMAfA has] been through some high times, when I think they had probably the world’s first 
curator of contemporary African art, and I was flying high with them. There were several 
years when, before I had an opening, I would invite the curatorial staff from Washington, they 
would come up, and they would routinely buy the largest and best work in the show, before I 
opened. It was like, ah! I’ve arrived! And then that all came crashing down, through lack of 
leadership and directorship. [BK, 2010] 
 
In recent years, Bill has developed better relationships with US museums in general, 
partly as a result of his own efforts to break into academic organisations such as the 
Arts Council of the African Studies Association (ACASA), which holds the Triennial 
Symposium on African Art, but also thanks to the general shift in African Art studies 
towards contemporary art that I discussed in chapter two.55 Nonetheless, the extent to 
which this newfound interest in collecting contemporary art from Africa reflects an 
in-depth interest and commitment on the part of the institutions in question, as 
opposed to ‘cherry-picking’ or temporary enthusiasm, remains in doubt. For instance, 
Bill recounted the history of his links with the Metropolitan Museum of Art: 
 
The Africa curator [at the Met] has never darkened my door. The curator before her at the 
Metropolitan, even though their forte is really antiquities, was a major supporter of mine, and 
she came around once month and brought others, and she really was very enthusiastic about 
what I was doing. And then when she left and went to Chicago, I never heard or saw anything 
from the Metropolitan again. [BK, 2010] 
 
                                                
55 I attended the most recent Triennial, which took place at the University of California, Los Angeles 
(UCLA) in March 2011 and was organized around the theme of ‘Africa and its Diasporas in the Market 
Place: Cultural Resources and the Global Economy’. I discuss my experiences of this event in more 
detail in chapter five. 
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Bill’s insights reveal the significance of particular individuals – curators and 
academics in particular – and the way that their attitudes to things like introducing 
contemporary art into more tradition-oriented museums can play a big part in shaping 
the course of institutional collaborations and artists’ careers. In the next chapter, I 
look in more detail at how galleries and museums work together to channel artists and 
art works through the system. 
 
Although several other New York galleries work with contemporary art from Africa, 
Skoto Gallery in Manhattan’s Chelsea district stands out as one of the most 
interesting.56 Similarly to several of the London galleries discussed earlier, it is named 
after and run by its founder, Skoto Aghahowa. The gallery was founded in 1992, 
although Skoto moved to New York from his native Nigeria in 1974. While his 
interest in giving contemporary art from Africa greater exposure chimes with Bill 
Karg’s outlook, Skoto’s politically-informed approach gives his business a slightly 
different emphasis, which is perhaps more similar to Fred Mann’s: 
 
I think there was a need to create a space where people would actually encounter art on a 
much more regular basis. For us the issue was how to re-insert the practice of African artists 
into that whole dialogue. I think the time was right, too. […] I’m more involved with being 
able to marry the political aspect of self-representation with the interest in art, to bring those 
two in. Because there was a need for Africans to give their own perspective, in terms of 
contemporary art. [SA, 2010]  
 
For Skoto, his work is about promoting contemporary art and artists from Africa by 
engaging directly and explicitly with the discourses of the international contemporary 
art world. As I show in chapter seven, this often involves drawing on notions of 
‘dialogue’; thus, although most of his artists and exhibitions have some connection 
with Africa, he has also worked with artists like the American Sol LeWitt, whom he 
paired with Nigeria-based Ghanaian artist El Anatsui in a two-man show at the very 
start of Anatsui’s international career in 1996. As Skoto’s website explains, ‘[t]he 
gallery sees art in ecumenical terms and often organizes exhibitions to show the 
                                                
56 Another important nearby gallery is Jack Shainman, which has a reputation for working with artists 
from Africa, although it also focuses on East Asia and North America. It represents mostly mid-career 
and high-profile artists, including El Anatsui; rising South African star photographer, Zwelethu 
Mthethwa; South African sculptor Claudette Schreuders; and top Malian photographer Malick Sidibé. 
See <http://www.jackshainman.com/> [accessed 10th October 2012].  
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submerged relationships of a post-modern global culture after modernism’.57 In our 
interview, Skoto suggested that his approach moves away from attempts to pin down 
what contemporary art from Africa is (or should be), in favour of the development of 
a personal curatorial vision tied to shrewd commercial instincts: 
 
I’m not interested in trying to represent African art, a geography or whatever; that’s the role of 
any cultural attaché. For me, it’s a certain path I’m trying to create. So over a period of time, 
the body of work, the kind of artists you encounter, is basically what speaks for it. And also, 
you’re working in a commercial environment. You cannot… so that’s what you try to bring 
together. [SA, 2010]  
 
Skoto’s remarks reveal some of the different choices that curators, gallerists and 
others make when they work with contemporary African art and artists – about which 
artists to work with, how, and why. As he also implies, ‘trying to represent African 
art’ is often tied up with questions of geography, whether it is a matter of attempting 
to define geographical categories or escape from them; I turn to these issues more 
directly in chapters six and seven. Next, however, I continue to explore contemporary 
African art scenes around the world and how they relate to one another through brief 
discussions of three countries in Africa, starting with Nigeria. 
 
 
Nigeria 
 
As we saw in the discussion of the UK, an Africa-based institution that came up 
repeatedly during my fieldwork was the Centre for Contemporary Art (CCA), Lagos. 
In part, this was thanks to the number of people I spoke to in London and elsewhere 
who had direct links with Nigeria, which in itself reflects Nigeria’s large Anglophone 
population and the energy of its contemporary art scene, and the number of 
individuals working between Nigeria and locations such as London and New York, 
drawing art and artists from Nigeria more closely into international circuits. This is 
not to say that all Nigerian artists and curators find a smooth path into the art scenes 
in the UK, the US and elsewhere, however; differences of opinion about what makes 
                                                
57 See <www.skotogallery.com/about> [accessed 26th September 2012]. 
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‘good art’ and varying tastes have arguably contributed to diverse and divergent 
scenes featuring very different kinds of art and artists. This is of course characteristic 
of art scenes worldwide, and is by no means exclusive to Nigerian art; nevertheless, it 
is useful here to begin to explore how different kinds of art being produced in Nigeria 
or by Nigerians become entangled in different networks, in relation to different 
arguments about what Nigerian art is (or should be) and who it is for.  
 
CCA, Lagos was set up in December 2007, to ‘provide a platform for the 
development, presentation, and discussion of contemporary visual art and culture’, 
particularly focusing on new media and experimental practice, which its organisers 
feel have until recently been under-represented in the Nigerian arts scene.58 Run by 
founding director and curator Bisi Silva and her team, it hosts exhibitions, library and 
research facilities, events, workshops and collaborative projects within and beyond 
Nigeria. Curator Jude Anogwih emphasised the centre’s wide-ranging and multi-scale 
embrace of local, national and international concerns as regards contemporary art, and 
its desire to act as a point of contact between them: 
 
Basically, the local community is our main focus. These are the people that we make our 
services open to. They are the core, our basic responsibility. And aside from that, we have 
visitors from all over the world, coming to Lagos at one point or the other. And [with] Bisi 
Silva being a curator with a very strong international network, there is this sort of constant 
attraction of people within the contemporary art industry, to Lagos. It’s interesting to know 
that Lagos is a sort of future for contemporary art in the world. [JA, 2011]  
 
Jude’s opinion of CCA, Lagos was borne out by other interviewees, many of whom 
knew Bisi Silva in a personal and/or professional capacity, were extremely positive 
about her work at CCA, Lagos, and saw her as the key to its growing international 
reputation.59  
 
                                                
58 See <http://ccalagos.org/index.php?page=about-us> [accessed 26th September 2012]. CCA curator 
Jude Anogwih is also an artist and founding member (together with Emeka Ogboh and Oyindamola 
Fakeye) of the Lagos-based new media art organisation Video Art Network (VAN) Lagos, which 
promotes new media art in Nigeria through a variety of platforms including exhibitions and screenings, 
events and educational programmes. See their website at <www.vanlagos.org> [accessed 26th 
September 2012] and their blog at <www.vanlagos.blogspot.com> [accessed 26th September 2012].  
59 I met Bisi at the private view of the exhibition Synchronicity II at Tiwani Contemporary in February 
2012, but did not manage to pin her down for an interview. 
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I met Jude in London during his preparatory visit for the exhibition I mentioned 
earlier, Contested Terrains, which he co-curated at Tate Modern. As would be 
expected from a large museum like Tate Modern, this show featured relatively ‘safe’ 
artists with substantial or growing reputations and a track record of exhibiting in 
contemporary art circuits internationally; however, it was also unusual and forward-
thinking in the sense that it emerged collaboratively between Tate Modern and CCA, 
Lagos, and was planned to be shown in both locations.60 In the first part of this 
chapter, I mentioned CCA, Lagos’ other main connection in London, with the 
recently opened commercial gallery Tiwani Contemporary, and the Centre has 
spearheaded several other international collaborations in recent years, in countries 
including the US, Finland and India.61 Such joint projects between Western museums 
or galleries and Africa-based institutions are still in their infancy, but as I show 
towards the end of this chapter and in chapter seven, many exciting new ventures are 
being developed which are beginning to reshape the geographies of the field, both in 
terms of its key sites and actors, and in terms of how ‘Africa’ is positioned and 
understood. 
 
CCA, Lagos also serves to highlight some broader aspects of the current 
contemporary art scene in Nigeria. First, while the kind of artistic and curatorial 
practice supported by the Centre is recognisably and deliberately in step with 
developments in international contemporary art more widely, it has been seen by 
some as disconnected from the concerns of the more local Nigerian art scene. One of 
CCA, Lagos’ main strategies has been working to professionalise artistic and 
curatorial practice in Nigeria and the wider West African region by developing a 
culture of critique, stimulating debate and encouraging conceptual rigour. The 
                                                
60 The second leg of Contested Terrains should have taken place at CCA, Lagos from 21st January to 
3rd March 2012, but was postponed indefinitely when civil unrest in Nigeria made it risky to ship the 
work and organise the show. It was replaced in the CCA, Lagos programme with a series of short-term 
events and exhibitions relating to the Occupy Nigeria movement. See <http://www.e-
flux.com/announcements/occupy-nigeria/> [accessed 11th October 2012].    
61 Recent international projects by CCA, Lagos include Chance Encounters: Seven Contemporary 
Artists from Africa (2009), an exhibition in Mumbai in collaboration with Sakshi Gallery; Moments of 
Beauty (2011), an exhibition of work by J.D. ’Okhai  Ojeikere at Kiasma Museum of Contemporary 
Art, Helsinki, as part of ARS 11; and the forthcoming The Progress of Love (2012-2013), an exhibition 
made in collaboration with the Menil Collection, Houston, US, and the Pulitzer Foundation for the 
Arts, St. Louis, US, and shown in all three locations. 
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implications of this approach were illustrated by NMAfA librarian Janet Stanley, who 
described CCA, Lagos’ ‘crit’ sessions in our interview: 
 
[Bisi is] doing some very interesting things there. She brings a fresh and intellectual 
perspective to her enterprise. […] [She is working] to introduce some of these new media 
which have not quite taken root in Nigeria. Photography, video, things of that sort. […] I 
attended a session of critiques, which is something I don’t find very often in Africa […] this 
real interrogation of the artist. […] And Bisi herself would at some point weigh in, and sort of 
talk about, how are you really trying to express – she would really get them thinking. […] I 
think the culture of critique – it’s not very well-developed [in Africa], or it’s sort of alien to 
the culture, you know, the idea of sort of pulling someone apart and saying, why are you 
doing this? That’s sort of perceived as being a sort of unfriendly act, or something. [JS, 2010]  
 
As Janet implies, the strategy taken by CCA, Lagos is not yet widespread in Nigeria 
or Africa more generally. Although to some this makes the Centre innovative and 
vital, to others, it is an alien and ultimately unprofitable approach. In this regard, artist 
Nnenna Okore described the difficulties CCA, Lagos has had in obtaining funding for 
its non-commercial, experimental programmes: 
 
[Bisi Silva] is doing some very wonderful things, trying to open up the scope of visual art in 
Nigeria. […] She’s opening a lot of doors, and making it possible for more people to see 
what’s going on out there, and to experiment in those ways. […] It’s very difficult. She’s not 
getting the kind of funding she would like, because the mainstream Nigerian art collectors and 
art industry don’t really support the kind of thing she’s doing. Yeah, so she’s struggling, she 
has to get funding externally from foundations and perhaps individuals who support what 
she’s doing. [NO, 2010] 
 
The tensions between the approach of CCA, Lagos and some other arts organisations 
in Nigeria were pinpointed by John Egbo of London-based gallery arc: 
 
I know Bisi Silva, yeah. We talked about maybe doing something. But you know […] what 
Bisi Silva is trying to do is also slightly different. I mean there’s complementarity, but she’s 
focusing on the intellectual… she’s doing a lot of installations, and stuff like that. She wrote 
an interesting article, about whether painting is relevant any more. In a nation where there are 
loads of painters!  
 
In Nigeria, you mean? 
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Yeah. I think it was just provocative. I think she just wanted to see what reaction… [JE, 2010] 
 
Talking with Fred Mann about his experiences in the country, it became easier to 
imagine how Bisi’s work might have been received by the Nigerian art establishment, 
as he claimed that 
 
[i]n Nigeria, it’s an incredibly patriarchal art system. Everything is about masters – who’s a 
master of art. And they’re all painters, and they’re all men. [FM, 2011] 
 
My conversation with US-based Nigerian artist, Ugochukwu-Smooth (‘Smooth’) 
Nzewi, suggested that these difficulties are deep-rooted within art institutions in 
Nigeria, and are not restricted to the commercial scene. Discussing the National 
Gallery of Modern Art, Lagos, Smooth complained that  
 
[t]he guys who are there don’t know one single thing about – they don’t even have the 
intellectual capacity and the know-how to do anything. So I can’t go and talk about things like 
[modern and contemporary art] with them, because they don’t have any sense of things like 
that. [USN, 2010] 
 
Recognising these different approaches to what ‘contemporary art’ is (or should be) 
about in Lagos, as well as the existing hierarchies in the art system there, enables us to 
see why Jude Anogwih claimed CCA, Lagos as the only specialised contemporary art 
facility in the city and indeed in the whole of West Africa, while at the same time, 
curator Annabelle Mu’azu suggested that 
 
Lagos is saturated with artists, and there are a lot of people doing things for the artists in 
Lagos. [AM, 2010]62 
                                                
62 It is not within the scope of this project to provide in-depth commentary on all the commercial 
galleries and arts organisations in Lagos, but some of the better known ones may be mentioned here. 
Terrakulture comprises a commercial art gallery, a language and art school, a library/bookshop and an 
‘African boutique’, and is a ‘Nigerian Cultural Centre set up to promote the richness and diversity of 
Nigerian languages, arts and culture’, described by artist Smooth Nzewi as a ‘potpourri’ [personal 
communication], and by artist Titus Agbara as ‘one of the leading exhibition venues in Lagos State 
now’ [TA, 2011]; see <www.terrakulture.com> [accessed 26th September 2012]. Another venue 
highlighted by Titus and others is the African Artists’ Foundation (AAF), which, alongside a gallery 
space and active programme of competitions, festivals and exhibitions, also aims to offer a wide range 
of curatorial, professional support, educational and outreach services, with an emphasis on public 
health; see <www.africanartists.org> [accessed 26th September 2012]. Also of interest are Omenka 
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In addition to tension around the question of what kind of art and art institutions are 
appropriate in Nigeria, my interviews revealed that the art scene in Lagos, as in most 
cities, is troubled by the issue of funding. As Nnenna’s comments suggested earlier, 
CCA, Lagos struggles for funding for its resolutely cutting-edge programme, and lack 
of public funding is arguably one of the main infrastructural problems restricting the 
growth and maturation of art scenes not just in Nigeria but on the continent as a 
whole. In countries where public money is not forthcoming, the role of the 
commercial art sector and private collectors becomes more important, but, as we will 
also see in the following discussion of South Africa, arguably risks compromising 
artistic freedom and opportunity.  
 
For Smooth Nzewi, as for Nnenna Okore, the two problems – conservatism in the art 
establishment in Nigeria, and a lack of public funding – are inextricably linked. He 
saw a possible solution in private investments, which would enable open-minded and 
capable individuals to take charge of the situation, but denied that ‘brain drain’ was to 
blame for the lack of sophistication in the art scene: 
 
Do you think that’s a problem, that people like yourself who have the understanding of those 
issues are not working in Nigeria, for whatever reason? 
 
…Well I don’t… I don’t think it’s that. Part of the problem is, you don’t have the right people 
in the right places. And so because you have the wrong people who are always insecure about 
what they don’t know […] they feel threatened, and so they can’t work with you. Except if 
you are ready to be subservient to them, you know? […] The good thing about some of the 
ways people work in the West is, people are always interested in new ideas. And if you think 
you have something to offer, provided your political agenda is correct, they’ll bring you in. 
But you don’t find that in Africa. People always [feel] threatened. People still do feel 
threatened in the West, but I think it’s a different kind of threat. People respect talent. I don’t 
know. In the future, you never can tell. […] I may decide to go back and help restructure the 
National Gallery. But if I’m going back, I’ll need to have my own pillow of funding. And 
that’s why I’m interested in creating wealth, because I have things I want to do, and I 
understand that I’m not able to do all this if I don’t have my own personal money. [USN, 
2010]  
                                                                                                                                       
Gallery <http://67.222.30.64/~omkgweb/> [accessed 18th November 2012] and Quintessence 
<http://www.quintessenceltd.com/> [accessed 18th November 2012]. 
 163 
 
Smooth’s thoughts about the importance of private money in art in Nigeria were also 
picked up on by Tiwani Director Ayo Adeyinka. While for Smooth, personal funding 
is essential for getting projects off the ground, Ayo took a more pessimistic view of 
the likelihood of privately-financed enterprises offering productive public and 
scholarly programmes, and emphasised the possibilities that could be opened up with 
government funding: 
 
I think what the [Nigerian] infrastructure lacks more is a proper museum space, that is 
dedicated to modern African art, and is well-run, and creating interesting exhibitions 
regularly. And is government funded, as well. In many parts of Africa, you need government 
funds to make things happen on a larger scale. 
 
Even in Nigeria? 
 
Yeah. Definitely. Because a private collector could spend millions if he wanted, but it’s for his 
own private benefit. He’s not really going to drive an educational agenda, or a conservation 
agenda. He will keep his pieces in a good condition, but that’s not… [AA, 2011]63 
 
Ayo’s remarks point to the significance of private collectors, who currently make up a 
key part of the art scene in Lagos and Nigeria more broadly, and increasingly attend 
auctions in London and New York.64 Nonetheless, as Ayo comments, their activities 
often take place ‘under the radar’ of the international art system, even while they may 
be well-known locally: 
 
I don’t think the market has grown to the stage where you know the established collectors as 
institutional names. Some of them are quite accessible though, some of the Nigerian collectors 
are quite open to interrogation most of the time. They love showing off their collections. […] 
Because it’s a private situation, because we don’t have any – not in a long time, anyway – any 
                                                
63 Contrary to Ayo’s somewhat pessimistic appraisal of the likelihood of private collectors financing 
educational work (or perhaps because of his desire to be the exception to this rule), his recently 
launched venture Tiwani Contemporary (discussed earlier) is funded privately and aims to operate a 
range of educational activities, albeit in this case the gallery, although financed by a Nigerian collector, 
is located in London. 
64 One of the best-known Nigerian (and indeed African) collectors is Omooba Yemisi Shyllon, founder 
of OYASAF (Omooba Yemisi Adedoyin Shyllon Art Foundation), a ‘non-profit organization 
established in 2007 to promote the appreciation and study of Nigerian arts and artists’. Located in 
Maryland, Ikeja, Lagos, the collection holds over 6,000 works of Nigerian and other African art from 
the 12th century to the present, and its aims and objectives aspire to be educational, collaborative and 
global in reach. For further details see <www.nigerianartoyasaf.org/> [accessed 26th September 2012]. 
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Nigerian gallery taking out an advert in Artforum, advertising their upcoming exhibition […] 
[So] most of the buying is completely under the radar. […] It’s not the richest country in the 
world, so you’re not going to have 100,000 people steadily collecting art, that’s just not the 
case. But you still have a strong core of people collecting, in depth as well. [AA, 2011] 
 
In some respects, Ayo’s remarks reveal a Nigerian art world that will engage with art 
centres overseas when it so chooses, but arguably remains largely unconcerned by the 
international contemporary art world that CCA, Lagos is intent on penetrating. 
However, both impulses demonstrate the emergence of highly independent 
institutions and individuals with competing visions for the future of Nigerian art, and 
as I show in more detail in later chapters, these visions often turn on geographical 
imaginations of Nigeria’s place in Africa, and in the world. 
 
 
South Africa 
 
If the Nigerian scene is arguably negotiating the relationship and tension between 
international and more domestic concerns, for a better-established, highly 
professionalised art scene on the African continent with more strongly developed 
links with international contemporary art circles, the place to look is South Africa. 
Years of political isolation and cultural boycotts meant that the country’s art scene 
developed somewhat separately from contemporary art in Europe and North America, 
but artists continued to make compelling works both during and after apartheid, and 
this is increasingly being recorded, critiqued and set in context.65 As my earlier 
discussion of Bonhams auction house in London implied, the market for 
contemporary South African art, while still emergent, is better established than that 
for African art more widely. With well-known museums and galleries in both the 
public and private sectors, a thriving commercial gallery scene, the Johannesburg 
(‘Jo’burg’) Art Fair, and a number of innovative new art initiatives and networks, it 
would seem that artists and arts professionals in South Africa have an increasingly 
                                                
65 See for instance Williamson, South African Art Now. 
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varied and robust infrastructure at their disposal.66 Nonetheless, some of my 
interviewees were quite critical of the art scene in South Africa, and similarly to the 
case of Nigeria, expressed doubts about its ability to relate and compete 
internationally, support experimental art practice and promote critical curatorial work. 
 
Both Johannesburg and Cape Town are home to a number of commercial galleries, 
including Stevenson, Goodman Gallery, David Krut Projects and Everard Read, all of 
which represent artists who increasingly penetrate into institutions beyond South 
Africa, in particular in the UK and the US, although, as I discuss in the next chapter, 
not without difficulties. They also participate in the Jo’burg Art Fair alongside other 
South African and international galleries, including some of the key UK galleries 
discussed earlier.67 Established in 2008, the annual Jo’burg Art Fair is one of the most 
visible platforms for contemporary artists on the continent, and although it is also the 
most commercial, it offers a programme of talks and debates which involve non-
selling institutions too. For Jude Anogwih of CCA, Lagos, the fair represents an 
important stepping-stone for promoting contemporary art, generating interest and 
attracting attention: 
 
CCA [Lagos] have been there several times [although] I’ve not been personally. We try to 
make our presence in these spaces. It’s getting on beautifully. It’s highly commercialised, but 
I think it’s also another interesting aspect that presents contemporary African art to the rest of 
the world. And it meets up everyone’s expectations – the galleries, the collectors, the curators, 
the artists, the governments, everyone, and cultural activists – everyone finds a platform. And 
as a source of information – it’s interesting. It’s quite minimal compared to what is happening 
in Europe, but I think we’re building and we’re getting to that point that in the future, we’ll 
really create Africa as an interesting hub for contemporary art activities. [JA, 2011] 
 
Although it has certainly become an important fixture in the contemporary African art 
calendar, the extent to which the fair can fulfil the role that Jude hopes for is not yet 
clear, and is bound up with its international reach, both perceived and actual.  
                                                
66 The latest developments in contemporary art in South Africa are chronicled by the online journal and 
listings website ArtThrob, available at <http://www.artthrob.co.za/> [accessed 18th October 2012].  
67 Of the twenty-four galleries participating in 2011, seventeen were based in South Africa, one 
(Omenka) in West Africa, two in the UK (October Gallery and Fred [London]), two in France, one in 
Germany and one (an independent collective) in Mauritius. In 2012, October Gallery did not 
participate, but Fred [London] maintained his place, and Jack Bell and Ed Cross were newcomers. See 
<www.joburgartfair.co.za/home> [accessed 26th September 2012].  
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In a situation comparable with Nigeria, the dominance of the commercial sector in 
South Africa has become a bone of contention. Some of my interviewees, like artist 
Johan Thom, recognised its value in a country where little public money is given to 
the arts: 
 
Without commercial galleries in South Africa, the art world wouldn’t survive, it wouldn’t 
have anything. Because the government’s dead set against supporting fine art, because it says 
that the money can be better spent on alleviating poverty – which it says, but doesn’t actually 
follow through on – and pretends that it doesn’t have money for the arts. It’s got ample 
money, there’s enough money. Basically, private industries and private individuals have been 
carrying fine art since just after the end of apartheid. All the biggest competitions are privately 
run. The Johannesburg Art Gallery struggles for funding. [JT, 2011] 
 
The Johannesburg Art Gallery (JAG) is one of the best-known public art institutions 
in South Africa, but operates within a political environment that my respondents 
suggested may be generally unresponsive, if not overtly hostile, and does not enjoy a 
wide reputation beyond specialist circles.68 As Museum for African Art curator Lisa 
Binder noted with reference to the relative international invisibility of South African 
sculptor Jane Alexander, 
 
What institutions or private collectors have her work? Very, very few, and the ones that have 
it are like Johannesburg Art Gallery. Big deal. So most people are like, I’m sorry, who? [LB, 
2010]69 
 
In this context, where national institutions may struggle to impact on local and 
international audiences, as Johan argues, commercial galleries play a crucial role. 
However, for some, over-reliance on the commercial sector is damaging for artists 
and their work, inhibiting the production and circulation of interesting work and 
                                                
68 Another important public art institution in South Africa is the Iziko South African National Gallery 
in Cape Town, which was seen as a fairly conservative institution until 2009 when a change in staff led 
to the first non-white Director of Art Collections, Riason Naidoo, presenting a controversial but 
critically-acclaimed exhibition, 2010’s 1910-2010: From Pierneef to Gugulective, a wide-reaching 
survey of South African visual art in all media. For a review, see Gerhard Schoeman, ‘1910-2010: 
From Pierneef to Gugulective’, Enclave Review (2011), no pagination. 
69 Lisa’s institution, the Museum for African Art, has addressed this by organising recent touring solo 
exhibition Jane Alexander: Surveys (From the Cape of Good Hope), with guest curator Pep Subiros. 
See <http://www.africanart.org/traveling/41/jane_alexander_surveys_from_the_cape_of_good_hope> 
[accessed 18th November 2012].  
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resulting in a limited and sometimes conservative selection of art. Artist Bridget 
Baker suggested that South African commercial galleries have developed a monopoly 
over how art is viewed in the country, by promoting marketable work and lending 
money to public institutions which then provide an extended platform for their artists. 
As she continued, 
 
[i]t means that you always see the same names, you see the same art. So you have this 
incredible field of art practitioners who are making non-political work, mostly performance-
related work, or filmic work. And because their work is maybe a bit more obscure, and not 
dealing with colonialism and post-colonialism, but in some ways is dealing with body, or 
memory, or other very relevant and I think international issues – often they are completely 
kept outside of the frame. Especially performance artists. Which I find really sad. […] That’s 
why I feel certain artists leave South Africa, because it’s really frustrating. [BB, 2010]  
 
The push to pursue more attractive opportunities elsewhere ultimately led both 
Bridget and Johan to London, so perhaps their cynicism should be considered in this 
context. Still, the differences between their perspectives reveal one of the key tensions 
in the art world in South Africa, and, as the Nigerian example also suggested, in 
Africa more widely. On the one hand, a pragmatic approach suggests that in the 
current widespread absence of governmental support, the commercial sector has a 
vital role to play in supporting and promoting artists and enabling them to develop 
professionally; on the other hand, the commercial sector is ultimately driven by the 
need to sell work, which means that not all art will be acceptable to it.  
 
As Bridget implies above, the question of what South African art is ‘about’ – or 
‘should be about’ – often turns on questions of postcolonialism and identity, but in 
obvious and easily branded (and thus sellable) ways; elsewhere, Gerhard Schoeman 
has argued that in South African art, ‘[i]dentity, as trauma and freedom, past and 
present, is a brand that excuses curators and viewers from rigorously thinking […] 
and unravelling the lure and purchase of identity’.70 Johan had a pragmatic view of 
the limitations of South Africa’s institutions and resources, and of the role that 
commercial galleries can be expected to play in such a context, given that cutting-
edge work is often unprofitable, at least initially: 
                                                
70 Gerhard Schoeman, ‘1910-2010’, no page. 
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Well, if you don’t make big, commercial work, then why the hell do you expect you’re going 
to get a big commercial gallery? One should not be silly about it. […] I like art because it 
manages to be useless, in a time when things are absolutely functional, otherwise. And that is 
very interesting. And there are people that will always support it. But you will struggle to find 
someone in a governmental capacity that’s going to back useless things! [JT, 2011] 
 
Johan’s remarks also highlight the sensitivities around art and money in two wider 
senses: first, the tensions inherent in the act of commercialising something (art) which 
often relies for its value on its purported separation from such matters; and second, 
the tensions produced in political contexts where art and culture are frequently 
described as key components of social development, economic growth and vague 
notions of civic pride and global status, but are also seen as somehow superfluous 
when it comes to ‘real need’. While such debates arguably affect the art sector the 
world over, they are perhaps especially sensitive in countries where resources and 
money are more limited, and wealth is distributed very unequally.71 Nonetheless, as 
Johan’s earlier comments indicate, it is not necessarily the case that governments in 
countries like South Africa and Nigeria do not have the funds to contribute to the arts 
sector; rather, they may choose to use it (or claim to use it) for other purposes.  
 
 
Kenya 
 
In contrast with Nigeria and South Africa, Kenya’s art scene is currently less 
established, and perhaps even in decline. Nairobi-based curator Kiprop Lagat told me 
that 
 
[a]rt galleries are not many in Kenya. 
 
You mean commercial ones, or any? 
 
                                                
71 It should be remembered that South Africa and Nigeria, along with Egypt, are the wealthiest 
countries in Africa. 
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Any. And the commercial ones I think even have more problems, because a lot of Kenyans 
don’t buy art. It is mainly patronised by tourists, by expatriates. […] And because a lot of 
Kenyans don’t buy, there are occasions whereby you can have an exhibition, and only sell two 
pieces. And this means that the commercial art galleries are not doing very well. There may be 
two other galleries within Nairobi which are fully operational.  
 
Two? 
 
Well, let me say a handful. A few major ones have closed down in the last two years. [KL, 
2011]72 
 
These closures have been attributed to a number of factors, including poor sales, 
mismanagement, and infighting; even without these problems, however, the 
commercial gallery scene in Kenya in general was regarded by many of my 
interviewees as unhelpfully conservative in its approach to contemporary art. Unlike 
in Nigeria and South Africa, the main audience is a tourist and not a domestic one, 
and as I discuss in later chapters, the lack of local buyers has been identified as a 
major limiting factor in the development of art scenes in many countries across the 
continent, in terms of both artistic maturity and infrastructure. Although Nairobi arts 
administrator Danda Jaroljmek determinedly insisted that good artists will not 
necessarily be influenced by market demands, she acknowledged that the 
development of the gallery scene in Kenya is an ongoing process: 
 
[It is] quite commercial, quite traditional. There isn’t a huge audience in Kenya for art, sadly. 
It’s very much a foreign audience. And so that can dictate… it dictates what sells, it doesn’t 
dictate what artists do. There’s a very creative group of artists, and it’s a really exciting time, 
but it’s a slow process. [DJ, 2010] 
 
As Danda continued, one of the problems in this respect is that as in Nigeria, there has 
been little critical or professional input in the development of artists or of the market: 
                                                
72 Lagat’s remarks refer to the Rahimtulla Museum of Modern Art (RaMoMa), which opened in 
Nairobi as a private charitable trust in 2001, and operated primarily as a gallery, but with a small 
museum collection; it collapsed in 2010 after it had been gifted use of a very large building which it 
then struggled to maintain out of sales from its galleries and shop. Another recent casualty is Gallery 
Watatu [see <http://www.gallerywatatu.com/>, accessed 12th October 2012], a private gallery which 
was a groundbreaking institution when it was founded in Nairobi in 1968, but was at the time of 
writing in receivership over unpaid rent, following a change in management. From personal 
communication from Ed Cross. 
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One of the issues in Kenya and in a lot of countries is that there aren’t professionals around 
the art scene. So though there might be practising artists, there’s virtually no curators, or 
critics, or people who can help develop the professionalisation of artists. So things like 
pricing, it’s very whimsical. [DJ, 2010]  
  
As the Director of the Kuona Trust in Nairobi, Danda is well-placed to reflect on the 
important role not-for-profit organisations offering subsidised services and facilities 
can play in such contexts, by enabling artists to pursue their work relatively free of 
market concerns and with proper professional support.73 Kuona was founded in 
Nairobi in 1995, with the mission to ‘advance the skills and opportunities of 
contemporary visual artists to create innovative, world class art in Kenya’.74 It offers 
studios at subsidised rates to local and international artists, and puts on exhibitions 
and events, educational programmes and outreach activities, as well as residencies 
and workshops. Describing the origins of Kuona, Danda’s comments drew parallels 
with the outlook of CCA, Lagos and its focus on developing critically aware artistic 
practice, particularly in new media. As she explained, Kuona was set up 
 
to give visual artists a space where they could work, and exchange with each other, and learn, 
because there’s no tertiary education for artists in Kenya. […] We have quite a small space at 
the moment, so we’re quite limited to the size of exhibitions. So we’ve been doing quite a lot 
of conceptual, sort of experimental new media, things like that, to encourage artists to work in 
different ways. Artists sell directly to clients from their studios, so we don’t really do 
commercial-type exhibitions. And there are galleries in Kenya. What there isn’t is artist 
development, so that’s really our focal point. If we had a bigger space, or a more suitable 
gallery, I’d like to be able to develop that. [DJ, 2010] 
 
Reflecting on Kuona’s successes in Nairobi, several interviewees suggested that it 
was a leading example of the kind of organisation that could (and should) be 
introduced in elsewhere in Africa. London-based collector and philanthropist Robert 
Devereux said that 
 
                                                
73 Another centre in Nairobi aiming to offer similar facilities to visual artists, alongside its focus on the 
performing arts, is the GoDown Arts Centre. See <http://www.thegodownartscentre.com> [accessed 
12th October 2012].  
74 See <www.kuonatrust.org/> [accessed 26th September 2012] and 
<www.trianglenetwork.org/partners/kuonatrust> [accessed 26th September 2012].  
 171 
you can’t really go to Nairobi and be interested in the arts without pretty quickly finding it! 
[…] Kuona’s had a huge influence on Kenyan art, in my opinion, I mean practically every 
Kenyan artist of any value has passed through Kuona’s doors. And so in Tanzania, Uganda, 
wherever – would all, in my opinion, hugely benefit from having Kuona. [RD, 2010]  
 
Kuona is in fact part of the Triangle Network, which, as I explain in more detail in the 
closing part of this chapter, has been instrumental in setting up and connecting spaces 
of this kind in Africa and around the world. 
 
Until 2005, when it moved to its own premises after major restructuring, Kuona was 
based in the Nairobi National Museum, the flagship institution of the National 
Museums of Kenya (NMK) which holds the Kenyan national collections surveying 
the ‘pillars’ of history, nature, culture, and contemporary art.75 Although the Nairobi 
National Museum uses a mostly ethnographic approach to displaying objects, another 
part of NMK, the Nairobi Gallery, has focused more on contemporary art and 
temporary exhibitions. Curator Kiprop Lagat explained that given the fairly limited art 
scene in Kenya, his institution plays a key role for many artists in the country: 
 
Many artists see the National Museums of Kenya galleries as one of the few options that they 
can work with. Because we are national, we receive half a million visitors per year, so there’s 
more – they stand a better chance of working with us, than some of those other galleries. Then 
we have partnerships with certain groups of artists as well. [KL, 2011] 
 
These partners have included Kuona, and Hawa, a women’s art group, but have also 
involved international collaborations, notably with the British Museum, with whom 
Lagat worked in 2005-7 on the exhibition Hazina: Traditions, Trade and Transitions 
in Eastern Africa, an exhibition of East African ‘treasures’ from the BM’s collection 
which was shown at the Nairobi Gallery.76 Interestingly, Lagat saw international 
partnerships as important not only in developing professional networks and capacity 
                                                
75 The National Museums of Kenya (NMK) is a State Corporation of around twenty museums. For 
further information see <www.museums.or.ke/> [accessed 26th September 2012].  
76 Hazina - Traditions, Trade and Transitions in Eastern Africa was the first major project of the 
British Museum’s Africa Programme, which was set up in 2003 with funding from the UK 
government’s Department for Culture, Media and Sport, and aims to support professional development 
in museums in Africa through collaborative projects. To date, the projects have been mostly centred 
around monuments and cultural heritage as opposed to contemporary art. See ‘Africa Programme 
Newsletter’, The British Museum, Issue 1, 2011; and Kiprop Lagat and Julie Hudson, Hazina: 
Traditions, Trade and Transitions in Eastern Africa (Nairobi: National Museums of Kenya, 2006). 
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building, but also in presenting Kenya, East Africa and Africa more widely to the rest 
of the world, especially in view of Nairobi’s status as an international, lively city:  
 
As an institution, I still think we are one of the major museums in Africa, and definitely the 
biggest museum in East and Central Africa. And Nairobi being a place that brings in so many 
nationalities – people coming in, people moving out – and being a UN headquarters in Africa 
– one of the UN centres. That means that we have many nationalities in Kenya, who are 
working. We’ve been open to many things in terms of NGOs operating from the region – it’s a 
hub of many things. And that being the case, it means that we have the opportunity of 
presenting not just Kenya, but representing Africa, in its diversity. Therefore, we don’t limit 
ourselves to Kenya, or to the Eastern African region. But at least we are positioned to play a 
major role as a big cultural institution within Africa, and as an institution that has partners 
across the world. So in that case, we are best placed to give different presentations of Africa 
through our displays. And it’s for that reason that we embrace different artists from different 
parts of the world. [KL, 2011] 
 
In chapter seven, I examine in more detail the ways in which institutions and 
individuals negotiate their positioning in an international context vis-à-vis their 
location and connectedness, both actual and imagined. In the final part of this chapter, 
however, I continue with the theme of connectedness to explore how mobility, 
collaboration and exchange and are re-shaping the field of contemporary African art 
on scales from the local to the global. 
 
 
Biennales and Networks 
 
The discussion so far has touched on some of the limitations but has also revealed the 
growing complexity, diversity and energy of the field of contemporary African art, 
both within specific cities and countries and between them. In particular, the rise in 
collaborative projects draws attention to the role and power of professional networks: 
connections and relationships between individuals and institutions, which lead to the 
exchange of information and artworks, joint projects, artistic and commercial 
successes and, arguably, an increasingly robust and self-aware field of enquiry. As we 
have seen, these connections may be brokered between individual curators and 
gallerists, but they are often acting on behalf of larger specialist contemporary art 
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organisations which have great potential to develop innovative projects independently 
of (and sometimes in partnership with) nationally-oriented, more conservative and 
inflexible museums. Tate Britain curator Paul Goodwin explicitly drew out the 
geographical implications of this, both in terms of the shifting institutional structures 
of the art world, and in terms of the geographical imaginaries that it speaks to: 
 
There’s a kind of increasing structure to what I call the new geography of contemporary art, 
which is based around art fairs, biennials, mocas – museums of contemporary art, which are 
much less tied into national histories, and national narratives, such as Tate [Britain], and such 
as MoMA. I mean, MoMA is even more like Tate, traditional… MoMA is the official bastion 
of modernism, and it’s still very much tied to that. [PG, 2010]  
 
Institutions of the kind already discussed in this chapter are thus key to many of the 
new networks that are developing, and we have already seen instances of exhibitions 
such as Contested Terrains which have emerged out of such successful collaborations.  
 
In this final section, I want to pick out two different features of this ‘new geography’ 
of contemporary art, which also reappear in more detail in the following chapter. 
First, as Paul notes, art fairs and biennales are playing an increasingly key role on the 
continent, especially by connecting artists based there with the international 
contemporary art world. The Jo’burg Art Fair and biennale have both appeared earlier 
in this discussion, but there are a number of biennales throughout Africa, many of 
which have been established in the last five years.77 Danda Jaroljmek emphasised the 
significance of one of the best-known, the Dakar biennale (‘Dak’Art’), and the impact 
that attending it had on one of the artists from Kuona who was selected to participate:  
 
[Peterson Kamwathi] said that it absolutely changed his life. He couldn’t settle when he came 
back to Kenya, for a long time. His mind was in absolute turmoil, just because he’d seen stuff, 
and he realised that some of what he was doing he felt was irrelevant, and he’s now gone on to 
be one of the most successful Kenyan artists of the moment. […] It blew his mind! [DJ, 2010] 
                                                
77 Notable biennales and triennales in Africa include Cairo (established 1984); Dakar (‘Dak’Art’ 
biennale, established in 1989, but with origins in festivals from the 1960s); Bamako (the ‘Rencontres’ 
photography biennale, established in 1994, which I attended in 2011); Johannesburg (in 1995 and 1997, 
now inactive); Cape Town (2007 only); Marrakech (a biennale established in 2005); Luanda (a 
triennale established in 2006/2007); Douala (a triennale established in 2007); Lubumbashi (a biennale, 
established in 2008); Benin (a biennale established in 2010, and spread across different cities); and 
Addis Ababa (‘Foto Fest’, a biennale established in 2010, focusing on photography).  
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But while biennales are undoubtedly important in developing creative exchange 
among artists within Africa, and to a greater or lesser extent engage with the local art 
scenes with which they coincide, they are perhaps primarily intended as platforms for 
generating interest from outside their immediate surroundings, and in particular, for 
attracting curators and gallerists from overseas. As earlier chapters suggested, the rise 
of the biennale has been linked with the emergence of a more globally oriented and 
inclusive art world, yet biennales have also arguably become ‘ratifying devices’ 
within the art world that entrench the authority of a very few, highly-mobile curators 
and artists.78 I explore these issues in more detail in the following chapter. 
 
The second feature I want to highlight here is the rise in multi-sited or even ‘rootless’ 
organisations, which operate specifically in order to stimulate these kinds of 
connections, in a number of different places simultaneously, or in no specific place 
but as virtual networks. Earlier, I highlighted some organisations and projects in the 
UK – Imagine Art After, and Cocoa Arts – which have functioned mostly as online 
networks, occasionally ‘touching down’ for an exhibition or particular event. Here, I 
want to examine some of these points of articulation with the field in more detail, 
starting with individual or personal networks, and moving on to discuss rootlessness 
and connectedness at a more institutional level through cultural institutions, biennales 
and arts organisations that function as networks in themselves.  
 
First, there is no doubt that successful projects often rely on individual relationships 
between like-minded people, and in this context, wider institutional connections can 
seem almost an irrelevance, as independent curator Eline van der Vlist explained: 
 
Do you have any contact with networks in Africa at all? Artists’ networks? 
 
No, I have my own kind of networks!  
 
Personal networks. 
 
Yeah, I have a fairly extensive network. Facebook helps. 
                                                
78 O’Neill, The Culture of Curating, p. 6. 
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I mean people like the Triangle Arts people, Gasworks. 
 
Yeah, Gasworks, of course. I know of them, I know them, but I don’t necessarily work with 
them. I don’t need to. [EVDV, 2010] 
 
As I explore more in the following chapter, the importance of personal connections 
can not be underestimated. As we saw earlier, Eline’s experiences working with Tate 
Britain revealed that even where large institutions are involved, much of the work of 
creating and maintaining productive links relies on the experience, skills and 
reputations of individual curators, artists and scholars. 
 
In this regard, a handful of mini networks have already emerged from my account, 
particularly in London and between New York and Washington D. C. but also 
spanning continents, often through the work of particular dynamic and knowledgeable 
individuals who are experts in the field. We have seen how Bisi Silva acts as a point 
of contact between a number of projects in Lagos and London, as well as further 
afield. Another example is the art historian John Picton, who although now officially 
retired from SOAS, still acts as a key point of contact internationally.79 As Christine 
Kreamer of the National Museum of African Art (NMAfA) at the Smithsonian in 
Washington DC advised me, 
 
[i]f you get to [John] Picton, then you get to Picton’s students, and your world will open up, 
talking to John, because he’s very interested in all of this. [CK, 2010] 
 
John Picton in turn credited SOAS lecturer Elsbeth Court for a number of 
introductions over the years, and identified a cluster of London academics and 
organisations that form a hub for contemporary African art in the UK:  
 
                                                
79 The British Museum employed John Picton as a young man, before he moved on to establish the 
study of African art as a subject at SOAS. Together with Clémentine Deliss, he set up the 1991 SOAS 
seminars involved in the genesis of africa ’95; he examined the PhD thesis of Lisa Binder, a former 
student at the University of East Anglia, who is currently curator at the Museum for African Art in 
New York; and one of his PhD students, Polly Savage, is currently a teaching fellow at SOAS, but used 
to work at the October Gallery, and is also collaborating on a book with Robert Loder of the Triangle 
Network. 
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Well you see, Elsbeth Court is the one who introduced me to Robert Loder, in 1995. So 
Elsbeth Court, Robert Loder, the October Gallery, Polly Savage, and myself, are all part of 
one network. [JP, 2010] 
 
As a new scholar in this area in London I found myself drawn into this network as 
part of my research, through interviews and projects that increasingly cemented my 
position as a participant in the field.80  
 
The case of John Picton already suggests the important role that institutions such as 
SOAS play in bringing individuals together. While SOAS has played a key 
connecting role in the UK, in other countries, educational establishments have played 
a similar role. In Nigeria, for example, the Nsukka School has produced a very high 
proportion of successful Nigerian artists and scholars.81 As alumnus Smooth 
commented: 
 
If you look at the art historians who are from Africa who you know, 70% of them are from 
Nigeria, and 98% of the 70% went to Nsukka. [Olu] Oguibe, for instance, [Sylvester 
Okwunodu] Ogbechie, Chike Okeke. Babatunde Lawal. […] They all are affiliated to Nsukka. 
And the academic programme at Nsukka, as it was created by Uche Okeke, focused on theory 
and practice. So that’s why Nsukka artists are always able to discuss it. I mean, think about 
Nigerian artists who are doing well internationally […] who are actually in Nigeria, not who 
trained abroad but who trained in Nigeria, they all went to Nsukka. [USN, 2010] 
 
Networks of individuals and institutions may also cohere around certain artists, and I 
discuss this in more detail in the next chapter, with reference to the career of Nnenna 
Okore.  
 
In some cases, groups of individuals connected through certain projects formalise 
these relationships to create arts organisations which are in themselves networks. In 
tandem with the growth in the number of ‘located’ institutions that we have seen 
                                                
80 Projects have included those undertaken during my internship at the October Gallery, my work on 
the exhibition Money in Bamako and London at the British Museum, and assisting Robert Loder and 
Polly Savage with transcription of interviews and research for a forthcoming book about art-making 
and artists’ workshops in Africa. 
81 Nsukka is particularly associated with the traditional Igbo art form called uli and its modern 
descendents. For detailed accounts of the development of the Nsukka School and the work of Nsukka 
artists, see Ottenberg, The Nsukka Artists, and Kasfir, Contemporary African Art. 
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throughout this chapter, which are increasingly working together on collaborative 
projects, there has also been a rise in the number of organisations which are not 
necessarily associated with any particular location, but which focus on working in 
itinerant ways, or on connecting other, more rooted entities – whether organisations or 
people – through interesting projects that may transcend their usual limits of 
operation. They may bring together artists and small organisations in ways that do not 
rely on large institutional structures, yet often produce substantial and far-reaching 
interventions. The scene is constantly changing, and organisations of this type can 
exist and grow for some time before their visibility reaches a level (and a 
geographical location) which makes them more widely known. Nevertheless, it is 
clear that growing numbers of recently-formed independent collectives of curators 
and artists are developing innovative projects in multiple and often transient locations.  
 
For instance, the Space for Pan-African Research, Creation and Knowledge, or 
SPARCK, organises interdisciplinary, collaborative, artist-led residencies and projects 
in a range of settings.82 Founded in 2008 and run by Kadiatou Diallo and Dominique 
Malaquais, whose work spans art-making, activism, writing and curating, SPARCK 
works across multiple sites within and beyond Africa. In one recent project, 
‘Chocolate Banana’, Congolese artist Bill Kouélany and the late Cameroonian artist 
Goddy Leye undertook a residency in Guangzhou, China, focusing on economic, 
social and cultural exchanges born of commercial ties between Africa and China.83 As 
the organisers explain, ‘SPARCK has no one centre or base. It docks with partner 
initiatives and institutions, developing residencies with artists and mounting 
exhibitions, happenings and performances in a wide variety of spaces across the 
world’.84 The work of SPARCK and other similar groups indicates the cutting-edge of 
artistic and curatorial practice in the field, and although it is too early to judge their 
wider impact, such projects are often socially and politically engaged with the very 
mobile and complex geographies that they themselves trace through the art system.85  
                                                
82 See <www.sparck.org/> [accessed 26th September 2012].  
83 ‘Chocolate Banana’ took place in early 2010. See <http://sparck.org/chocolate-banana-guangzhou> 
[accessed 18th October 2012].  
84 See <www.sparck.org/about> [accessed 26th September 2012].   
85 Other groups working in a similar way include On the Roof (see <http://ontheroofproject.com/> 
[accessed 10th October 2012]); One-Room Shack (see <http://1roomshack.com/> [accessed 10th 
October 2012]); and Invisible Borders (see <http://invisible-borders.com/> [accessed 10th October 
2012]).  
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While SPARCK and other similar networked organisations are small projects often 
only involving a handful of people, a much larger and well-established organisation 
with a similar approach is the Triangle Network, an ‘international network of artists 
and arts organisations that promotes dialogue, exchange of ideas and innovation 
within the contemporary visual arts’.86 Despite Eline’s slightly dismissive comments 
above, Triangle has proved an invaluable resource for many artists and curators from 
countries which are less well integrated into the international contemporary art 
system. Indeed, Eline’s lack of need for the kinds of opportunities that Triangle can 
provide is perhaps a reflection of her positioning as a European curator and academic 
based in London, for whom it is easier to connect with international artists and 
organisations, and access funding, in spite of the many challenges still facing 
independent practitioners like herself.  
 
Triangle was founded by the sculptor Sir Anthony Caro and businessman and arts 
patron Robert Loder, and began in 1982 as an artist-led workshop in upstate New 
York, with 25 artists from the US, Canada and the UK. Thanks to the connections of 
the founders, artists from South Africa took part in this first workshop, and later 
introduced the idea in South Africa, from where it spread organically within Southern 
and later West Africa. As Robert Loder explained, Triangle’s approach is best 
expressed through an ethics of practice, and not any political aim to widen access: 
 
These workshops are about artists communicating, but not for any other reason except to make 
work. It’s a network that’s solely held together by people wanting to exchange ideas, and not 
political ideas, or art political ideas, but ideas about how to make things. […] It only became 
international because – it more or less happened without our wanting or intending it to 
happen. People wanted to do these things in different places. And we’ve helped them do it, but 
it’s a genuine network, there’s no sort of organisational structure to it, it’s a lot dependent on 
people’s enthusiasm. [RL, 2010] 
 
An important part of the Triangle Network in Africa is the Kuona Trust in Nairobi, 
which I discussed earlier. Director Danda Jaroljmek suggested that Triangle has been 
                                                
86 See <www.trianglenetwork.org/> [accessed 26th September 2012].   
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a vital element in encouraging communication between arts organisations within 
Africa on their own terms: 
 
There was never really enough Pan-African artist exchange, and so Triangle really encouraged 
or helped, facilitated artists in travelling to different places in Africa and doing workshops and 
residencies. So artists were learning from perhaps more like-minded artists, and not always 
having to approach a European art history process, from travelling to the West or North and so 
on. And Kuona’s very much part of a network of art spaces around Africa. They’re very 
strongly linked – the Bag Factory in Johannesburg, Greatmore Studios in Cape Town, and a 
whole series of other slightly smaller organisations. There’s a lot of networking and 
communication between the places. [DJ, 2010] 
 
She also emphasised the mentoring role Kuona already plays for other less well-
established organisations in other countries through Triangle:  
 
I travel a lot, so I get to actually go and see a lot of the other spaces in Africa, and that’s had a 
huge effect on me. And also made us realise that we’re actually pretty lucky in Kenya, 
because we’ve actually got a bigger and more established organisation, and we’re able to sort 
of act as the big sister to quite a lot of the other organisations, and support them and bring 
people together. [DJ, 2010] 
 
Triangle’s ability to ‘bring people together’ was amply demonstrated by its recent 30th 
anniversary conference entitled ‘Networked: Dialogue and Exchange in the Global 
Art Ecology’, at which members from around the world came to London to reflect on 
the organisation’s past, present and future.87 Although the conference did not attempt 
to pin down the definition or essence of ‘the network’, it did begin to raise interesting 
conceptual questions about how different parties perceive networks, and the 
advantages and disadvantages, challenges and opportunities they bring to their 
professional activities. There was an interesting mix of approaches to the topic from 
participants occupying different professional positions, and tensions emerged between 
perceptions, hopes and expectations of networks, on the one hand, and the lived and 
material realities of working within (or outside) them on the other. I turn to these 
questions in greater detail in the following chapter. 
 
                                                
87 ‘Networked: Dialogue and Exchange in the Global Art Ecology’, the Triangle Network Conference, 
took place at Bloomberg, London, 26th November – 27th November 2011. 
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* 
 
 
This chapter has presented a series of scenes from the field of contemporary African 
art, focusing on developments within different institutions, cities and countries, and 
drawing out comparisons and connections between them. Tracing the course of my 
fieldwork from its beginnings at October Gallery to its gradual extension to include a 
wide variety of institutions and professional relationships, in the UK and beyond, it 
parallels growth in the field more widely. This growth has also seen the emergence of 
networked organisations, which promise to shape the future of the field. In the course 
of the discussion I have also introduced many of the important individuals, 
approaches and debates that reappear in subsequent chapters. While I take up many of 
the more conceptual aspects of the field in chapters six and seven, in the next chapter, 
I consider the material and practical aspects of the discussion and explore in more 
detail how artists and curators find and work with one another.
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Chapter Five 
 
Finding and being found: working in the 
field of contemporary African art 
 
 
I flew from London to Los Angeles in March 2011, to attend the Fifteenth Triennial 
Symposium on African Art.1 It was an opportunity to hear leading academics, 
curators, artists and gallerists from the US, the UK, Africa and beyond speak about 
their latest research and creative projects, and to strengthen my grasp of the dynamics 
and scope of the field of contemporary African art. It was also an opportunity to catch 
up with colleagues, former interviewees and friends, to meet new people, and, in the 
course of conversations and general observation, to do some fieldwork.2 With 
multiple parallel sessions and a vast array of topics, as a relative newcomer to the 
field it was initially difficult to know who and what to target. Getting involved with 
the fast-paced professional networking – which started before breakfast and continued 
into the early hours of the morning – was an especially daunting task, but one which I 
was determined to tackle.  
 
In the end, however, one of the most revealing incidents of the conference presented 
itself in the form of an unsolicited, uncanny and startling encounter. In the middle of a 
panel on ‘African Art and the Market Place’, I suddenly realised that the presenter, 
scholar and artist Dr. dele jegede of Miami University, was quoting directly from 
                                                
1 The event was organised by the Arts Council of the African Studies Association (ACASA), and 
hosted by the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA). It covered art from Africa in widest 
possible sense, including both tradition-based and contemporary fine art and craft. 
2 Eight of my interviewees participated in the conference (one based in the UK, another between the 
UK and Ghana, the rest in the US). The vast majority of the 300 or so attendees were US-based, 
although 35 scholars based in Africa also attended thanks to the support of a Getty Foundation grant 
and ACASA funding. I was one of only a handful of participants from the UK. The pattern of 
attendance revealed the extent to which the academic field is dominated by North American 
institutions, but also revealed the growing international interconnections within the field. See David 
Riep, ‘Market Forces and Cultural Resources: An Overview of ACASA’s 15th Triennial Symposium’, 
The Arts Council of the African Studies Association Newsletter, 88 (2011), 3-7. 
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something I had written on my blog, ‘African Art in London’.3 As I explained earlier, 
I began this blog primarily as a way of investigating the art scene in London, so it was 
with considerable surprise that I was reminded of it in the seemingly distant 
surroundings of a Californian lecture theatre. I found Dr. jegede later, to make him 
aware of what at first seemed like a bizarre coincidence. As we talked, however, I 
realised that there was more to be learned from what had happened. jegede had cited 
my blog as an example of the almost instantaneous transfer of information across the 
globe enabled by the internet; for him, then, this virtual connection, as well as our 
subsequent ‘real world’ encounter, were both examples of the globalisation of the art 
world. For me, though, the incident spoke more of selective globalisation; I concluded 
that in fact, our meeting was not at all coincidental, since we had been brought into 
contact in both the virtual and the real worlds through our shared interests in 
contemporary art from Africa and its representation in an international context, and 
our ability to develop these interests using the internet. Moreover, our attendance at 
the conference – from Miami and London respectively – rested on our ability to 
finance the trip, and to travel into and then within the United States.  
 
This incident distilled several interesting aspects of the geographies of the 
contemporary African art world into one moment. It revealed that if the field of 
African art in London is relatively small, then globally it is not a lot bigger; yet it also 
underlined the complex factors structuring communication and movement within the 
field, demonstrating that not everybody is positioned equally within it. In particular, it 
suggested that access to material resources and information, coupled with mobility, 
are key elements underpinning effective participation in the field on an international 
level. We saw in the previous chapter that an array of different institutions, 
individuals and networks shape the circulation of artists and artworks, present them 
within exhibition spaces, collections and art fairs, analyse and critique them, and 
ultimately, for the most successful, bring them into the public consciousness. But 
what are the geographies of these processes? How do they play out differently for 
artists, curators and others who are differently positioned, in both the real and virtual 
worlds? 
                                                
3 This incident took place during and following dele jegede’s presentation, ‘Patronage and Curatorial 
Practice in Contemporary Art’, at the ACASA Triennial, 25th March 2011. 
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This chapter explores these issues through a focus on some of the more material and 
practical aspects of the contemporary African art world. I examine some of the 
practices and practicalities, constraints and possibilities, that underpin and reproduce 
the field as an arena of practical engagement, and begin to show how it is experienced 
differently from various positions. In particular, I consider how artists are ‘found’, 
critically examining artists’ emergence into recognition in particular circuits by 
focusing on denaturalising a process that can seem deliberate and (with hindsight) 
inevitable, but is often dependent on chance as well as pre-existing patterns of 
resources and mobility. In doing so, I lay the groundwork for some of the conceptual 
tensions I discuss in more detail in the following chapters.  
 
The first part of the chapter examines how curators and gallerists have engaged with 
art and artists in Africa, both to identify them in the first place – whether by travelling 
to Africa, or by searching within the art world outside the continent – and then to 
build working relationships with them. As many of the examples raised here suggest, 
although things are rapidly changing, there are often very practical challenges when 
finding and working with contemporary art in and from Africa; I develop this 
discussion by examining in greater detail the role of large-scale art events on the 
continent, which to a certain extent act as a partial solution. In the chapter’s second 
part, I consider another way that those working in the art world have tackled some of 
these difficulties, through a focus on information and communications technologies 
(ICTs). ICTs have arguably played a transformative role by minimising the effects of 
geographical barriers separating art and artists in Africa from the key hubs of the 
international contemporary art system, but as my opening narrative implied, in other 
ways they have perhaps simply crystallised or recast structural norms and inequities.  
 
Before embarking on this discussion of some of the material challenges and practice-
based solutions characterising activity in the contemporary African art world, 
however, I want to acknowledge the political implications of approaching the topic in 
this manner. As we saw in chapter two, Africa has long been subjected to negative 
stereotyping, and although the forms of this have changed over time, the underlying 
messages arguably remain depressingly constant. In the catalogue for the 2008 Studio 
Museum exhibition Flow, Achille Mbembe asks, ‘What does Africa name?’, and his 
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reflections are both disconcerting and demoralising. ‘Africa’, he suggests, has come to 
refer to a place in which 
 
‘the straw mattress where death lies is never far. The term ‘Africa’ is therefore a word our 
world tries to use to suggest the inextricability of death and life, the presence of one in the 
other. This death lives in life and gives life the rigidity of a corpse.’4  
 
Faced with this distressing view of a living continent prematurely gripped by rigor 
mortis, it is easy to see why many artists and arts professionals from Africa resist any 
discussion perpetuating the notion that Africa is a place defined by inaction, deficient 
in both resources and the dynamism with which to use them. At the 2011 Rencontres 
biennale in Bamako, Mali, Malagasy artist Rina Ralay-Ranaivo expressed frustration 
at the fixation of some in the art world on the idea of the limitations – lack of 
resources, infrastructure, funding and so on – affecting artistic production on the 
continent. In our follow-up email conversation, he elaborated further: 
 
The problems faced by artists – those linked to living and working conditions – are about the 
same everywhere. […] Therefore I refuse to say that African artists are more unfortunate than 
others, simply because they are in Africa and not in the northern hemisphere, for example. 
They must stop going on about their poverty and saying ‘you must help us’, since in creative 
work, it’s not all a question of having the means, materially or financially. Even a filmmaker 
who has all the cameras he wants doesn’t necessarily make a good film! 
 
Next, we have to know how to reinvent things as artists, to make and un-make contexts. In my 
view, the artist’s precarious condition does not take anything away from the relevance of his 
work. Nor am I attempting to suggest that it is only artists in difficult positions that are 
capable of making relevant work. All work produces a result; afterwards, then there is the 
question of opportunity… actually, it’s not so simple, but I think that we must not confuse the 
desire to create with the means to create. The proof is the African artists that are emerging, 
beyond problems linked to training, the market, legal frameworks… their desire is strong 
enough to exist on the margins of the ideal system we all dream of… [RRR, 2011]5 
 
Rina’s key point is that ‘even a filmmaker who has all the cameras he wants doesn’t 
necessarily make a good film!’. In other words, he insists on the autonomy of artistic 
                                                
4 Achille Mbembe, ‘What does Africa name?’, in Flow (New York: The Studio Museum in Harlem, 
2008), pp. 33-35, p. 33. 
5 Personal communication, translated from French with help from Camille Aznar.  
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and creative work, and argues that the value of such work is not determined by the 
conditions under which it is produced.6 Importantly, his comments are directed as 
much at other artists working in Africa as at Western curators and funders, indicating 
an understanding of the art system as a collaborative endeavour. His stance is a 
powerful one, tapping into deeply-held beliefs about the meaning and significance of 
art ‘for art’s sake’ – which, as we saw in chapter two, has been a mainstay of Western 
intellectual engagements with art throughout much of its recent history – and pointing 
out that to foreground material constraints is to problematically suggest a different set 
of rules for artists working in Africa. The implication is that for African artists to 
participate in the international contemporary art system on an equal footing with 
artists from other parts of the world, their work must be presented and taken at face 
value and evaluated simply as art, and not as a result of environmental, economic or 
other limiting factors (even while the art itself may engage creatively with these 
circumstances). To borrow Mbembe’s terms, African artists may wish to explore the 
‘inextricability of life and death’ in their work, but we cannot assume this to be the 
limiting factor or defining condition of their practice. 
 
Arguments like Rina’s give pause for thought when investigating the material and 
practice-based geographies of the field of contemporary African art, as this chapter 
aims to do. What merit is there in identifying all the practical challenges facing those 
producing and working with contemporary art from Africa? Surely this would only 
reinforce the mistaken attitude that Rina critiques, and deny the artists a fair platform, 
one that is based on the broadly understood value system operating throughout the 
international contemporary art system as a whole? Although I have sympathy with 
these points, I still think there is a worthwhile line of enquiry in the opposite 
direction, for a number of reasons. First, as explained in chapters two and three, this 
research is not committed to a philosophy of ‘art for art’s sake’, and I emphasise the 
importance of social, political and economic analyses of art worlds and their contexts 
                                                
6 Rina’s argument also points to the fact that it would be a mistake to assume that worthwhile art only 
exists in (or on its way into) established gallery and museum networks. While it is these networks 
themselves (rather than the art) that are my object of interest here, in some recent work on art and 
artists beyond such networks, Elvira Dyangani Ose has written of contemporary artist collectives in 
Africa whose work ‘is not a commodity, […] cannot be over-exposed, and […] needs to be lived’. See 
Elvira Dyangani Ose, ‘The Poetics of the Infra-Ordinary: The Aesthetic of Recognition in 
Contemporary African Art’, in Condition Report, ed. by Koyo Kouoh (Dakar: Raw Material Company, 
forthcoming 2012), no pagination. 
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as much as the appreciation and evaluation of art itself. Second, and following on 
from this, it holds that the process of deciding what is ‘good creative work’ is itself 
tied up with knowledge (or lack thereof) about the work’s conditions of production 
and its wider milieu, whether consciously or sub-consciously, acknowledged or not.  
 
These arguments were reinforced by many of my interviews, which demonstrated the 
reality – and perhaps more importantly, the perception of the reality – that there are 
still many significant practical impediments to working with contemporary art in and 
from Africa. In the first place, it is worth emphasising the pressures and difficulties 
experienced by arts professionals based outside the continent when attempting to 
develop a good grasp of contemporary African art. As Tate Modern curator Kerryn 
Greenberg explained: 
 
In one sense, there’s not enough information about contemporary African art, and in the other 
sense, there’s so much information about international art that you’re drowning constantly. So 
you’ve got to balance those things out and make the best use of your time. Especially if you 
happen to be in Senegal for the Dakar Biennale, and you’re only there for three days. How do 
you make every moment count? How do you make contacts that ultimately you can draw on 
when you’re very far away from those people. So that for me is good networking. It’s old-
fashioned. [KG, 2010]  
 
This succinct assessment highlights a number of issues which came up repeatedly in 
my research: the challenges of finding and processing information that circulates with 
ever-increasing ease, but also with ever-increasing complexity; the constant time 
pressure, and the sense of urgency produced by short-term gatherings across 
geographical distances, which can lend particular places great significance at certain 
moments; and the importance of mastering these unruly geographies in order to 
maintain productive working relationships across borders and through networks. In 
this context, it is perhaps unsurprising that the inconvenience of practical hurdles 
seems to take on added weight. For instance, Fred Mann of Fred [London] found it 
hard to build and maintain productive working relationships with both artists and 
institutions, to a large extent because of the lack of infrastructure – general, not 
simply artistic – in many African countries: 
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We’re two years into doing our African shows, and absolutely nothing we have done, working 
with the infrastructure as it currently exists, within the continent, has been in any way easy or 
straightforward. Paying a bill, receiving money, just the most complicated thing on earth. 
They don’t have the same banking, they don’t have the same way of making payments, they 
don’t make international payments. Shipping – nightmare! Production of work – nightmare! 
Terms – what’s a silver gelatin photograph? In Europe, we know what that is. What you call a 
silver gelatin photograph in Africa is a giclée print. […] And then, Africa time. Things 
arriving when they should. People responding to an email in – I think ‘good time’ would be an 
exaggeration. Any time at all. […] Africa’s like that. It really is. [FM, 2011]  
 
New York dealer Bill Karg agreed: 
 
There are enormous impediments [to working in Africa]. They’re deadly practical. You wish 
you didn’t even have to think or talk about them, but they’re real. People say, why don’t you 
show more [art from] Nigeria? Well, Nigeria doesn’t work! I can’t rely on work being shipped 
out of Nigeria. More and more you can, now. But for most of the length of time I’ve been in 
business, you couldn’t. It used to be that Zimbabwe was probably the best-working country in 
Africa, but today, would I bring sculpture from Zimbabwe? Absolutely not! Would I travel to 
Zimbabwe? Probably not. So there are sad but deadly practical issues that do sort of overtake 
one’s intention, and perhaps even the quality of art emanating from the country. [BK, 2010] 
 
Fred and Bill were both unusually forthright with their exasperation; most people I 
spoke to about this topic acknowledged the same kinds of difficulties, but spoke more 
diplomatically in terms of gradual improvements rather than an existing ‘nightmare’. 
Nevertheless, the problems of inefficiency, unreliability, red tape, miscommunication 
and sheer slowness had apparently dogged many of the people I spoke with who had 
tried to develop projects in Africa or with Africa-based partners.7  
 
From this standpoint, then, it is arguably unhelpful to attempt to minimise or deny the 
practical limitations that can affect work in the field. Instead, it is essential to examine 
and understand how knowledge (here, geographical knowledge) about art and its 
context is produced, by looking at the wider processes, challenges and constraints 
                                                
7 I experienced such difficulties myself on a number of occasions. For instance, Nigerian artist Emeka 
Ogboh was due to participate in a number of activities in the UK during the summer of 2012, including 
a prestigious residency at the South London Gallery and a project I had planned to curate with him and 
a London organisation called the Hackney Podcast. However, our planning was hindered by poor 
Skype connections in Nigeria, and in the end Emeka’s visa to enter the UK was denied by the British 
authorities in Lagos on grounds that were never fully disclosed. 
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shaping how it is brought into the wider professional and public sphere, and exploring 
different perspectives on these and approaches to tackling them. Rina’s evident 
frustration at the predicament he and other artists find themselves in is thus, for me, 
adequate encouragement to go against his demand to set aside material and practical 
considerations, at least to begin with. Understanding how demands like Rina’s – and 
complaints like Bill and Fred’s – arise and why they continue to be made is, I hope, 
the first step towards meeting them.  
 
 
Galleries, museums, biennales and networks  
 
In chapter four, we saw that institutions and networks dealing with contemporary 
African art have grown dramatically in number and scope during the course of this 
research project, and have increasingly strong connections with each other, as well as 
with the international contemporary art system more widely. This shifting and 
expanding scene has brought about some significant transformations in the ways that 
institutions find and work with artists, thanks largely to better networking and often 
more thoughtful engagement with some of the thornier issues at stake on the part of 
curators, dealers and the art world more widely. Nevertheless, continuities exist in the 
framing of these issues; questions of authenticity, taste and curatorial authority and 
responsibility often remain central to how artists enter and circulate within different 
institutional contexts, and this cannot be separated from more practical and logistical 
issues of time, money, distance and communication.  
 
In this part of the chapter, I explore how artists move through the art system, and 
build on chapter four to examine more closely how professional networks function in 
the field of contemporary African art. I split the discussion between three main 
sections: first, how galleries find new artists; second, how galleries, museums and 
networks work together to find and promote artists; and third, the role of biennales 
and art fairs in shaping movements and connections within the field. These areas 
clearly intersect to a significant degree; artists travel up the gallery hierarchy from 
small commercial galleries to large public institutions and international events, and by 
the time an artist’s work reaches an organisation like Tate Modern, it will almost 
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certainly not be ‘new’ to galleries further down the ladder. Still, these themes are 
worth considering separately here insofar as there has been a gradual shift in emphasis 
over time – from locating unknown artists to facilitating artists’ movement through 
the system – in line with changing ideas about what constitutes ‘good’ African art, 
and institutions and networks in Africa which are becoming stronger and more 
flexible. I also begin to pick out the implications of these practices for the 
negotiations over geographical imaginations, categories and concepts that form the 
basis for discussion in the final two chapters. 
 
 
Finding new artists 
 
The Director of October Gallery, Chili Hawes, emphasised the role of on-the-ground 
exploration in bringing to light original, exciting and as yet ‘undiscovered’ artists and 
their work. Chili has travelled in South Africa, Peru, Fiji and other countries, 
‘snooping around’ [CH, 2010] in remote locations and engaging with local customs 
such as ayahuasca shamanism in order to meet and befriend artists. As she continued: 
 
Everything’s personal connection. […] It’s always this journey, that you go on. It’s never 
straightforward, at least it never has been for me. When I curated a show for Fiji […] I went 
there, I had no contacts, but I had – always been sniffing out, you had to have a very good 
sniffer, to sniff out these opportunities…  
 
How often do you actively go and – 
 
Not nearly enough. I’ve got to now make journeys into Latin America. I need now to do more 
there. There’s a lot happening in Brazil, and elsewhere. 
 
How do you [decide] where to go next? 
 
Well, right now I feel we’re lacking in that area. Since my show from Peru, we haven’t done 
much. And I need to – I don’t find anything, necessarily, on the websites. I keep looking, I 
need to go… I need to go find for myself, something. Because we’re always looking for a very 
particular thing which I find very hard to describe. It’s something that – 
 
In the aesthetic of the work? 
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Yeah, in the aesthetic of the work. It’s someone who’s unique, who’s not trying to copy 
anyone, who’s really got a fresh vision, who’s doing something new. We’re always looking 
for the new thing. [CH, 2010] 
 
Chili’s explanation of her approach to finding artists is notable for her insistence on 
the importance of journeying herself to remote areas to search for something new, and 
her unselfconscious emphasis on the value of her own instinctive personal response to 
an individual’s work on an aesthetic level. Tellingly, she also expresses the urge to 
develop a kind of geographical coverage of the world, albeit one concentrating almost 
exclusively on ‘fresh visions’ from far-flung corners (at least, from the point of view 
of London). As we saw in chapter four, October Gallery’s mission is to promote what 
it calls the ‘Transvangarde’, which means that the selection of individual artists is 
closely tied into the gallery’s wider vision of bringing the world to London. In this 
sense, the artists’ often unusual or isolated geographical locations and perceived 
disconnectedness from more typical art world circuits are far from incidental to their 
perceived suitability for the gallery’s programme.  
 
Much has changed since October Gallery opened its doors in 1979, but the gallery’s 
outlook is far from becoming obsolete. Another much younger London-based gallerist 
with a similar approach to finding artists is Jack Bell, who has recently made research 
trips to places that are relatively cut off from the international contemporary art world, 
to track down little-known artists and bring their work back for the benefit of UK 
audiences. It would be misleading to see such trips as entirely spontaneous and 
random; often they are sparked off by a personal recommendation (as with Chili, 
above), or by an image or a text. Jack told me about a recent trip to Benin in search of 
studio photographers, which was inspired by a book he had on the history of West 
African photography from the late 1940s: 
 
I took that book over with me, and started asking around, and going to some studios around 
the place, which was a total nightmare! But eventually I came up with some leads, and over 
about two weeks, I met some people who I thought were really good, and really interesting… 
[…] So it was a combination of research here, at home, and often it happens that way, through 
books or catalogues, like the Magiciens [de la Terre] one, or seeing a museum show, which 
sparks the interest. And then it’s literally ferreting around, on the ground!  
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So did you have names of people to look up? Did you have any contacts? 
 
Barely. It might be the name of the town, and a last name, or something like that. Which in a 
capital city is pretty useless! But yeah, often things happened chaotically or on tangents, 
because of that, and some really good things came out of that as well. […] 
 
And when you got there, what kind of people did you ask?  
 
Sometimes museum people are really helpful. And taxi drivers! […] And just developing 
relationships with the artists through that, over time, and that’s also a good way of meeting 
other artists, I think. […] I didn’t really pick up on much of an art scene [in Benin]. Especially 
not in a gallery way. I mean, there were cultural centres, as in the Institut Français…  
 
Did you meet the people [there]? 
 
No, not really, I just wandered around and had a look. [JB, 2010] 
 
Despite a number of ‘clues’ from colleagues, contacts and publications, as Jack’s 
account suggests, the apparent lack of any significant art institutional infrastructure in 
many African countries means that for gallerists and curators hoping to find and show 
work from these places, the method described here (‘using one’s nose’, to paraphrase 
Chili) may seem to be the best – or only – option. This is of course especially the case 
for people based outside (or with little knowledge of) the region or country they are 
working in, for whom local information and contacts may be especially hard to come 
by. As my conversation with Jack revealed, the process can be rather hit-or-miss, but 
if successful, can turn up highly original artists with local reputations who have the 
potential to be attractive to wider audiences:  
 
So how did you find that guy [in Mali]? 
 
Asking around. And ended up traipsing through about three different cities or towns and found 
him somewhere really obscure. 
 
Did you have a driver? 
 
We had a driver. I would be terrified of driving. It’s pretty hairy! 
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Were you on your own? 
 
Most of it. I had a guide, like an interpreter guy. But French gets you through most things.  
 
So how did they react to you just turning up? 
 
Er, well, I think it was a bit odd! It’s a pretty long way to go. But they’re really thrilled by 
how enthusiastic you are about their work, and what they’re doing. It’s great. […] 
 
And are they well-known artists – 
 
They’ll be well-known in their home towns. But outside of West Africa, not at all. [JB, 2010] 
 
In contrast to Chili and Jack, who both relied on a combination of specific tip-offs and 
sheer luck to guide their research, Fred Mann of Fred [London] took a slightly 
different approach to locating artists in Africa. In 2009, Fred booked a seven-week 
research trip to Africa, starting in Nigeria and taking in Mali, Cameroon, Kenya, 
Zimbabwe and South Africa. On arriving in Lagos, he went to see CCA, Lagos 
Director Bisi Silva, whom he had met once before while she was living and studying 
in London, and who recommended somewhere for him to stay. Fred initially cast a 
wide and institutionally-oriented net, attempting to find artists through the networks 
of Nigeria’s art world, which as we saw in the previous chapter is not insignificant. 
However, it quickly became apparent that this would not be straightforward: 
 
I decided to try and meet as many artists and curators, journalists and people who run public 
spaces as possible. And that kind of formed the pattern for how I would move through Africa. 
[…] And I found it quite a shocking experience, because people would assume if you were a 
white, western male, that you wanted to see oil paintings of animals, or paintings of nubile, 
scantily-dressed black women, wearing traditional headgear, that were done in a sort of 
vaguely photo-realistic or vaguely impressionist style, and real kind of tourist art. 
 
Was this across the board? 
 
Across the board, every country. That was the assumption. So loads of people would say, who 
do you want to meet? And I’d say, are there any women video artists? And they’d look at you 
like you’re on crack. And you’d say, is there anyone working conceptually? […] In London, 
you could say, who would be the best critic to write about women artists, and people would 
give you a complex reply. Whereas in Nigeria, they actually kind of dropped the coffee cup, 
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and just went – what? […] It was quite astonishing. So anyway, there was this whole layer of 
people you had to get through. [FM, 2011] 
 
Much to Fred’s frustration, the art scenes in the places he visited – at least, the parts 
of the art scene he initially came into contact with – acted as an obstruction rather 
than an aid to finding what he considered to be interesting work. He was disappointed 
to learn that his expectations did not match those of the dealers and other art world 
contacts from whom he attempted to elicit useful information; likewise, from their 
perspective, his requests for conceptually-oriented work in new media apparently 
seemed at best bizarre if not downright inappropriate. The clash of tastes, priorities 
and values evident in Fred’s anecdote makes it a useful précis of some of the 
complexities involved in navigating between the international contemporary art scene, 
more locally-oriented art scenes in Africa, the tourist market, and different cultural 
norms and expectations.  
 
Eventually, Fred went back to Bisi Silva, and used a couple of her contacts to unearth 
artists of the kind he was interested in by inviting them to attend a dinner party. In the 
previous chapter, I introduced Bisi’s energetic work through CCA, Lagos, which has 
led to her status as what Fred described as a ‘dynamic figure’: somebody at the 
forefront of the art scene in their country, who may act as an important contact for 
lesser known individuals.8 As Fred rightly assumed during our conversation, I had 
already come across many of these ‘dynamic figures’ (by reputation, if not in person), 
and his assessment of the overall situation bears repeating here: 
 
By and large, if you go to Africa, it’s a huge continent, but in terms of the contemporary art 
world that understand international contemporary art world structures, it’s a small world. And 
all the commercial galleries out there are – how can I put it – emerging in the extreme. [FM, 
2011] 
 
To the extent that my fieldwork constituted a massive networking exercise, my 
experiences in many ways supported Fred’s conclusion; my attempts to find out who 
was involved in working between art scenes in Africa and the international 
                                                
8 Other ‘dynamic figures’ that Fred met on his trip were Raphael Chikukwa, Deputy Director of the 
National Gallery of Zimbabwe and curator of the Zimbabwe Pavilion at the 54th Venice Biennale in 
2011; and Riason Naidoo, Director of the Iziko South African National Gallery.   
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contemporary art world consistently pointed me in the direction of a handful of 
individuals and institutions which constitute this ‘small world’ – a core group of 
engaged and active participants in a field that is growing at an energetic rate.  
 
The three examples outlined here – October Gallery, Jack Bell and Fred [London] – 
serve to highlight several of the paradoxes and tensions that are negotiated by the 
growing number of Western gallerists and curators engaging with contemporary 
African art, in their search for new artists. These contrasting accounts reveal some 
different approaches to the question of how artists are discovered and brought to 
wider attention. But reflecting on these conversations, as well as their background and 
context, also underscores the complexities of trying to understand not only what 
people do, but also how they talk about what they do. In other words, asking gallerists 
and others in the art world about their working practices does not always provide a 
direct line to reality, but can offer hints of the sometimes more complex realities of 
the relationships between practice and (self-)presentation, which is in turn revealing 
of the wider discourses, assumptions and imaginations being worked with, or against. 
In this case, a key issue is the tension between the position of London gallerists within 
the international contemporary art world (and their need to fulfil its expectations if 
they are to progress within it), on the one hand, and on the other, the circumstances 
particular to contemporary African art, especially as it currently exists in African 
countries, in Western imaginative geographies, and in projects bringing the two 
together. Thus, while it is clear that individuals such as Chili, Jack and Fred in some 
ways act as conduits bringing (or attempting to bring) contemporary art from Africa 
into contact with (or at least proximity to) a more international audience, their 
reflections on how they do this also reveal much about the distance (both perceived 
and actual) still separating the two, and the difficulties involved in bridging the gap. 
 
On the question of how to find artists, it is clear that many gallerists and curators 
would express considerable reservations about carrying out the kind of independent, 
free-wheeling trip that Jack and Chili describe. For one thing, speculative travel to 
remote locations is expensive and time-consuming, and therefore inefficient; and for 
another, there may be strong ethical and political objections to finding artists in this 
manner. This was certainly the view expressed by Museum for African Art curator 
Lisa Binder, who stressed the importance of working through the mechanisms of the 
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art system – studio visits, galleries, museums, art fairs, biennales – in order to find 
artists and maintain relationships with them:  
 
Instead of just one big hit-and-run, it’s a lot of relationship building, as you would with any 
artist. I mean, if you want to meet an artist in Europe or America, you come to New York, you 
come to London, you go to LA or Paris, and you go to their studio, and you talk to their 
dealer, so why should it be any different if they’re in Lagos or Nairobi? […] I’m mostly in the 
cities in Africa, it’s very rare that I’m anywhere but a major city, because that’s where the art 
circles are, and that’s where the artists are. So some artists like El [Anatsui] do work 
elsewhere, but I really stay focused as I can on the art centres, because I do want to encourage 
that burgeoning market. There’s Paris, New York, Milan, you know, London, for a reason. 
And you’re not going to go tramping through a cornfield to find the next greatest artist. That’s 
just not the way the system works, and nor should it, really, lest it become some sort of 
colonial endeavour again. There needs to be encouragement of this system. And so I like 
going to these fairs, or if there’s an exhibition at Johannesburg Art Gallery, I think it’s 
important to support that. [LB, 2010] 
 
Lisa’s opening remarks highlight the importance she places on long-term, in-depth 
engagement, which, as I discuss later, is a matter of sensitivity among some artists 
based on the continent, perhaps especially in the light of the growing importance of 
short-lived biennales. Here, though, I want to consider Lisa’s call for finding and 
engaging with art in and from Africa at an institutional, systematised level. If, as Lisa 
suggests (and as we saw in the previous chapter) art scenes in many of Africa’s major 
cities are present, often growing, and are increasingly connected to those elsewhere, 
the pursuit of art and artists in the way that Jack and Chili describe – ‘tramping 
through a cornfield’ [LB, 2010], ‘somewhere really obscure’ [JB, 2010] – should 
arguably in many contexts now be seen as a choice, rather than an inevitability.9  
 
For instance, Jack Bell was well aware of Mali’s superb photographic tradition, but 
rather than concentrating on art circles in major urban centres, he opted instead to 
hunt around for little-known older studio photographers as part of a ‘journey’ [JB, 
2010] to Timbuktu. Mali admittedly does not have a large number of galleries or 
                                                
9 Although none of my interviewees explicitly said so, and the contemporary African art market in 
London is not sufficiently developed to draw any firm conclusions, it seems likely that some gallerists’ 
tendency to focus on little-known artists from ‘obscure’ places may rest at least partly on the 
assumption that such work holds more commercial appeal for London audiences than the work of 
artists exhibiting conceptually-challenging video art at biennales, for example. 
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opportunities to see art in institutional settings, but there are certainly several 
individuals and organisations in Bamako which might have provided a starting point; 
it is also is home to the well-established and high-quality photography biennale, the 
Rencontres, which brings together many of Africa’s top photographers and video 
artists, and attracts an international audience.10 Jack did at times refer to the useful 
information provided by museum staff elsewhere (for instance in Benin), but the 
overarching narrative of ‘obscurities’ being unearthed for the benefit of a viewing 
public seems clear; moreover, these obscurities at times appear to be approached as 
examples of a more general ‘type’ (‘one of those guys’ [JB, 2010]) rather than as 
individual artists. In this light, the decision to largely bypass art world circuits in 
favour of ‘journeying’ into the unknown might be considered dangerously close to 
reviving what Lisa described as the ‘colonial endeavour’.11  
 
Closer examination of my conversations and their contexts, however, shows that the 
situation is perhaps a little more complex. Although Chili talked excitedly about her 
adventures in remote locations, she was also careful to avoid romanticising the non-
Western artist as a lone figure working away in an isolated, art-starved environment 
(as some early exhibitions such as Magiciens de la Terre had tended to do), noting the 
importance of their local networks and desire to connect with the communities in 
which they work. Chili (along with several of my other interviewees) also explained 
that she and her colleagues rely on artist-to-artist recommendations a lot: 
 
Through El [Anatsui], we found Nnenna Okore; she was one of his students. And Romuald 
[Hazoumè] was very instrumental in introducing us to other artists from Benin. Rachid 
[Koraïchi] has also introduced us to a lot of artists. Yeah, they’re all wishing to help other 
artists out. [CH, 2010] 
 
But although its emphasis is on a direct connection with the artists, October Gallery 
has also worked with other commercial galleries to find and ship work, in countries 
                                                
10 Medium to large-scale institutions, organisations and venues in Bamako working in the arts at the 
time of Jack’s visit (2010) included the Musée National du Mali, the Musée du District, Galerie de 
l’INA, the Institut Français, and the Conservatoire des Arts et Métiers Multimédia (CAMM).  
11 Of course, galleries (and to a lesser extent, museums) are almost always looking to find the next ‘hot 
new artist’ before anybody else, regardless of where they and the artist are located, so this ‘discovery’ 
narrative is not exclusive to African contexts. Nevertheless, I suggest that the apparent remoteness of 
African artists and the ‘journeys’ seemingly required to unearth them are a particular and in many ways 
unsatisfactory variant of this narrative.  
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including Australia and Trinidad. The extent to which direct connections and personal 
recommendations from artists and other gallerists and agents ‘on the ground’ actually 
shape the gallery’s take-up of artists is thus unclear, perhaps even to the gallery itself. 
In other words, the stories a gallery chooses to tell about itself and its artists in some 
ways reveal not so much how the gallery works, as how it wishes to be perceived. The 
multiple narratives at work here reveal several, at times contradictory, impulses, and 
the imaginative geographies they reproduce: the impulse to depict journeys into the 
unknown; to demonstrate insider knowledge of hidden worlds and their inhabitants 
(which then, by definition, are no longer hidden); to acknowledge and remain up-to-
date with the rapidly-changing circumstances of artists in formerly ‘isolated’ 
locations; and to distance oneself from the reality of an art system which renders art 
and artists commoditised and accessible. These kinds of paradoxes clearly 
demonstrate the complex geographies engendered by attempts to bring contemporary 
artists from Africa (and other under-represented locations) into circulation within the 
international contemporary art world.  
 
An interesting example in this context is the blossoming career of the Chicago-based 
sculptor Nnenna Okore.12 Chili Hawes briefly commented that Nnenna came to have 
a relationship with October Gallery thanks to her mentor, the hugely successful artist 
El Anatsui, but this account was fleshed out by other interviewees who indicated a 
complex set of connections between Nigeria, the US and the UK. First, Nnenna 
herself explained how she went about promoting her work as an emerging artist, after 
finishing graduate school in Iowa:13  
 
I tried to reach out to galleries, globally – October Gallery, and some galleries in New York, 
all the museums. I just put things out there. […] I said, here’s my work, and if you’re 
interested, let me know. And I got quite a number of calls, and that was how it all started. So 
just based on that effort to build up some credentials around my exhibits, coming here [to 
Chicago] and getting into that show [SOFA, The Sculpture Objects & Functional Art Fair, 
Chicago, 2005], and a couple of other shows, locally in Chicago, and then sending out my 
stuff, I got some invitations, and some interest, so that was very helpful to me. But like I said, 
it was all starting from scratch, I knew no-one! [NO, 2010] 
                                                
12 Nnenna Okore has been represented by October Gallery in London, and by Contemporary African 
Art Gallery (Bill Karg) and also David Krut Projects in New York. 
13 During this time, from 2005, Nnenna was teaching at North Park University in Chicago. 
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Nnenna’s insistence on her lack of connections is interesting, given her association 
with El Anatsui. Without questioning each person concerned in quite intrusive detail, 
it is difficult to reconstruct exactly how Nnenna’s profile in the international 
contemporary art world began to take off. However, her move to the US and 
subsequent career trajectory suggest that she is entirely justified in emphasising her 
own hard work over and above any advantage her esteemed former professor might 
have given her, whether directly or indirectly.  
 
Bill Karg, who gave Nnenna one of her earliest solo gallery exhibitions in New York 
in 2007, told me his side of the story: 
 
Nnenna […] had only to that point had shows in universities where she was either a student or 
teaching, and had never had a commercial show. She sent me a CD. And I looked at it, and 
said, I like this work! And I called her up, and I said, Nnenna, let’s have a show! […] And 
what’s fascinating is, she sent me a bunch of written material that went along with the CD. I 
only later read that, and discovered that she was at all connected with El. I didn’t realise. I 
liked it, pure and simple. So those lucky things happen, occasionally. [BK, 2010]  
 
Back in the UK, meanwhile, Ed Cross suggested that his gallery (with a little help 
from Bill) had played an important role in bringing Nnenna into October Gallery’s 
stable:  
 
We discovered about Nnenna through Bill Karg, in the States. […] My partner Hamish went 
to see him, saw the work, fell in love with it really, and then we started to buy from him. […] 
And we were also slightly instrumental in bringing her into the October Gallery. The October 
Gallery knew about her, but I think that – I mean literally, Hamish went to the October 
Gallery and showed them a card or something, and it seemed to trigger something – [I’m] not 
absolutely sure. [EC, 2010] 
 
El Anatsui himself also came to the attention of October Gallery via a tip-off from 
another US-based institution, NMAfA, where October Gallery’s Artistic Director 
Elisabeth Lalouschek saw a documentary film featuring the artist. For both Nnenna 
and El, then, the process of getting taken up by commercial galleries involved 
multiple connections between institutions and individuals based in the US and the 
 199 
UK, and not simply a curator’s personal ‘journey’, whether in West Africa or 
elsewhere. 
 
These different takes on the pathways leading to artists’ growing successes draw 
attention to some of the most intriguing contradictions of the field of contemporary 
African art, and the ways in which those working within it present themselves and 
their activities. From October Gallery’s perspective, it is perhaps much more fitting 
that they should have decided to represent Nnenna and her work thanks to 
connections through another West African artist (especially such a successful one, 
with whom they already had a relationship), rather than through the transatlantic web 
of commercial, Western contacts that Nnenna, Ed and Bill between them describe. 
Indeed, while the gallery’s publications about Okore’s work do acknowledge and 
explore her wide-ranging travels and engagement with contexts outside Nigeria, 
particularly in the US, on the artist’s page on the gallery website (which is the most 
public and widely-accessed information provided by the gallery), it is the artist’s 
Nigerian background and the mentorship of El Anatsui which are most prominent.14  
 
I discuss the issue of how artists are presented in greater detail in the next chapter, but 
mention it here as a pointer towards the complex relationship between practice and 
representation, which is often mediated by the production of ‘geographical 
knowledge’. My interviews revealed the extent to which gallerists’ activities are 
generally very varied, but may be presented in a particular way in order to form the 
desired impression, whether that is one of pioneering and adventurous programming, 
critically-engaged practice, commercially attractive work, or any combination of 
these. Chili and Jack’s ongoing commitment to personal journeys to find and engage 
with art in remote places shows that the narrative of discovery and direct contact with 
undiscovered artists arguably still runs strongly through some galleries’ work. Lisa 
and others’ dismissal of this kind of approach as a renewed ‘colonial endeavour’ 
shows the reaction that has emerged in recent years; but both sides would 
                                                
14 See <http://www.octobergallery.co.uk/artists/okore/index.shtml> [accessed 14th December 2011] and 
Polly Savage, Nnenna Okore: Ulukububa – Infinite Flow (London: October Gallery, 2008). A sense of 
the October Gallery’s emphasis on its artists’ African backgrounds can be gained by looking at 
examples of other gallery websites; below Nnenna’s name is written ‘Nigeria’ (even though she has 
been based in the US since 2002) while other galleries might choose to put ‘lives and works in 
Chicago’. 
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undoubtedly emphasise the importance of meeting and engaging with artists in their 
environments. The difference now is that perhaps few would speak of this process 
quite so unselfconsciously as a ‘journey’ of discovery; while to a certain extent this 
undoubtedly indicates real shifts in curatorial practice and the art infrastructure, it also 
perhaps reflects a squeamishness about exploration narratives which has developed in 
recent decades, as the art world has become more politically sensitive.  
 
As chapter four suggested, the importance of October Gallery’s achievements in 
increasing the visibility of artists from Africa worldwide through exhibitions and sales 
should not be underestimated. However, the extent to which other institutions rely on 
the gallery was a source of worry to several of my interviewees, even those who 
acknowledged the gallery’s key early role and impressive track-record. As might be 
expected, concerns about the dominance of October Gallery were to a large extent tied 
up with its perceived approach to finding and selecting art and artists, especially in the 
context of its focus on non-Western cultures. As Tate curator Kerryn Greenberg 
suggested: 
 
I think museums have relied on organisations like the October Gallery, to go out and look for 
work and bring it back. I find that very unsatisfactory, because you’re getting a very specific 
view of what Africa and African art is. And I’m much more interested in figuring that out for 
myself, and opening up the conversation more, than relying on one or two people to do all the 
leg-work for me. But you know, it’s expensive to travel in Africa, it’s not always possible. 
[KG, 2010]  
 
I discuss this ‘view of what Africa and African art is’ in more depth in the next 
chapter, but for now, it is worth noting the doubts many interviewees had about 
October Gallery and its ability to bring interesting, high-quality and varied 
contemporary art from Africa to wider attention. As Hayward curator Roger Malbert 
suggested, despite its successes, the gallery is still in many ways a  
 
little world unto itself, a little ghetto […] outside the contemporary art network generally. 
[RM, 2010] 
 
In this context, it is unsurprising that a more up-to-date and critically engaged 
network of galleries and other institutions has rapidly been emerging, both on and off 
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the continent, supporting the work of African artists in the international contemporary 
art world. As we saw with the earlier example of Fred [London], some Western 
gallerists are attempting to use existing art world structures to find artists, albeit under 
often difficult circumstances. In the next section, I explore the recent and rapid 
development of these connections which are changing the face of the contemporary 
African art scene.  
 
 
Working the art system 
 
If contemporary art from Africa is becoming part of the same system as contemporary 
art from any other part of the world, the ways that art professionals find and work 
with artists in more established contemporary art contexts have, in theory at least, 
become applicable in Africa too. In his practical guide to setting up and running a 
commercial art gallery, Edward Winkleman emphasises the importance of being 
embedded in – and working through – the kinds of institutional connections that I 
explored in chapter four.15 While Chili and Jack both drew on personal 
recommendations, these were from friends, local informants or historical sources, and 
did not tend to come through the wider and current contemporary art system. Fred’s 
approach, while not entirely successful, was much more in line with Winkleman’s 
suggestions. As quoted above, Lisa Binder was very determined and optimistic about 
the potential of emerging art scenes in Africa; but others expressed frustration that the 
usual platforms for seeing new and interesting art were still not available to them. 
Piecing together different accounts of how art networks work (or do not work) in and 
in connection with Africa, in many respects a fairly fragmented picture emerges. 
Instead of the ideal smooth pathway channelling the best artists out of art school and 
into galleries, museums, art fairs and collections that exists (to a greater or lesser 
degree) in many other places, in African countries this pathway is often interrupted.  
                                                
15 In descending order of importance or frequency, Winkleman’s methods are: recommendations 
(including those from other dealers); institutional exhibitions; open studios; and cold-call submissions. 
While his book comes from a North American setting and considers its audience accordingly, its 
recommendations may be considered fairly universal for those wishing to enter and work within the 
‘international art system’. See Edward Winkleman, How to start and run a commercial art gallery 
(New York: Allworth Press, 2009), p. 184. 
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The first gap can occur at the very first stage, between artists and galleries that might 
represent them. As Stevenson Gallery Director Federica Angelucci recently pointed 
out, even in South Africa (which, as we saw in chapter four, has a comparatively well-
established art infrastructure) there is often still a missing link between emerging 
artists and galleries like Stevenson, which work mostly with more established artists. 
For Federica, the lack of studio and project spaces to nurture emerging artists is 
problematic, since galleries like Stevenson do not have the time to teach artists how to 
work with commercial galleries or do a portfolio review for every artist who contacts 
them (nor is it within their remit to do so).16 This is arguably a common problem for 
galleries and artists worldwide, where the cliché of the ‘struggling artist’ describes the 
reality of many of those trying to break into the art market; however, this may be 
exacerbated in many African countries where there is often little public support for 
the arts, and commercial galleries can be both scarce and restrictive in their approach.  
 
For example, in chapter four, I discussed the problems many artists experience in the 
South African art scene in this regard. Coming from the other end of the artist-gallery 
relationship from Federica, Bridget Baker reflected that for some artists, getting a foot 
on the career ladder can be a question of either embracing a commercial outlook in 
order to stay afloat financially, or giving up art altogether: 
 
There are some artists who absolutely will not take part in that idea of marrying with a gallery 
because, you know, you don’t end up doing exactly what you want. You become a label. So at 
the moment in South Africa, there aren’t enough platforms for people and young artists to feel 
like they can realise their own expression. Because, I mean, a lot of young artists are now just 
going into a commercial field – but when I say commercial, it’s still art. Because they want to 
be represented. Because they want to live. [BB, 2010] 
 
Recognising this problem, Bridget set up a space in Cape Town herself before leaving 
South Africa; called Contemporary Space, it aimed to work towards filling the gap 
described by Federica by giving recent graduates artistic freedom and a space to make 
shows and engage with audiences. Similar new projects emerge all the time, widening 
                                                
16 From personal notes taken at the session ‘Les metiers d’art en Afrique’, Rencontres de Bamako, 4th 
November 2011.  
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the variety of platforms and support networks available to emerging artists; while 
some focus on providing support in a practical sense by contributing resources and 
financial backing, others concentrate on helping artists to engage critically with 
debates around the politics of representation, the impact of globalisation, new media 
and so on (and many combine both).17 As the previous chapter’s example of Nairobi’s 
Kuona Trust suggested, non-profit organisations such as those connected through the 
Triangle Network can make a real difference in this context. Founder Robert Loder 
explained how Triangle helps to fill the gap between art schools and other institutions: 
 
Tony Caro and I […] decided that it would be useful to have a workshop for people a few 
years out of art school, who were wondering how to progress their careers. I mean, artists get 
stuck very easily. They leave art school, and all the excitement of being there with a lot of 
other students and so on, and then you face the real world, and you very easily lose a sense of 
community, a sense of vocation. [RL, 2010]18 
 
Artist-led Triangle organisations such as Kuona, Greatmore in Cape Town and the 
Bag Factory in Johannesburg have played a vital role in this respect, by giving artists 
across Africa support to develop their practice, work alongside each other, access 
training opportunities and exhibit their work.19 But while these kinds of organisations 
do to some extent address the gaps in the system, they cannot on their own replace the 
kind of organisational hierarchies that characterise more established art scenes.  
 
The implications of this are felt most keenly by artists who aspire to work more 
internationally. After working and exhibiting locally, the next step in most artists’ 
careers – or, in the reverse direction, in a curator’s search – is generally guided by 
connections between artists’ spaces and galleries and the wider international 
                                                
17 Bridget highlighted two recently-founded spaces in South Africa encouraging more experimental 
practice: one, serialworks, is a multipurpose space for curated and invited events founded in Cape 
Town in 2009 (see <http://www.serialworks.info/> [accessed 18th January 2012]); another, the Center 
for Historical Reenactments, is a Johannesburg-based independent platform founded in 2010 to focus 
on historical legacies and their resonance and impact on contemporary art (see 
<http://centerforhistoricalreenactments.blogspot.com/> [accessed 18th January 2012]).  
18 As Robert explained, the first Triangle workshop was held in upstate New York, so the idea was not 
a response to a situation specific to Africa.  
19 Further details about the workshops and residencies can be found in Triangle: variety of experience 
around artists’ workshops and residencies, ed. by Mitch Albert, Alessio Antoniolli, Lorna Fray and 
Robert Loder (London: Triangle Arts Trust, 2007). Artists’ accounts of attending workshops, and the 
impact they have had on their practice and professional successes, will form the backbone of a 
forthcoming book edited by Polly Savage (as yet untitled); I have been acting as a research assistant for 
the publication. 
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contemporary art world. For some artists, this can occur through networks of the kind 
discussed at the end of the last chapter, through innovative projects organised by 
collectives. For others, working with cultural institutions like the British Council and 
the Alliance Française can play a vital role, as NMAfA Director Christine Kreamer 
explained: 
 
In Africa, there are also avenues for exhibiting your work, you know, from the Alliance 
Française, the Goethe Institute, American Cultural Centre, sort of exhibits that promote local 
artists in local settings, then being collected by foreigners who make their way out and show 
them to curators who donate them to the Smithsonian, if we’re interested, that sort of thing. To 
begin to branch out again from the Goethe Institute to a gallery in Germany somewhere […] 
or to take an advanced degree in fine arts in Germany or Holland, or wherever, London. And 
it’s just beginning to work. [CK, 2010] 
 
As Christine notes, however, such channels are only just beginning to bear fruit. As 
we have seen, activity in the field of contemporary art is mostly concentrated in 
particular locations which are outside Africa, and artists and organisations based in 
Africa are often comparatively isolated from these kinds of networks. In Kenya, 
Danda felt that there was still a disconnect between local artists and the wider 
international contemporary art scene: 
 
Does Kuona often act as a kind of stepping-stone toward more international exposure? 
 
Not as much as we would hope. I think East Africa still sort of sadly lurks behind West Africa 
in international exposure. […] So though artists have travelled and their work has developed, 
there isn’t enough of a cross-over that their work actually gets seen outside. And I don’t know 
– it’s not really Kuona’s mandate, because it’s more about supporting the emerging artists in 
the scene. So there’s very much a gap of what happens after that, that someone needs to take 
up.  
 
So for those who do cross that gap at the moment, how does that tend to happen? 
 
They get taken up by a visiting curator, who then takes their work, or buys their work, and 
then shows it. But it’s very – it’s the luck of the draw, really, that the curators do their 
research and pick the right people. It’s happening more, but not as much and not as fast as I’d 
like to see it. [DJ, 2010] 
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As we saw in the previous chapter, even where galleries exist, they may not be fully 
integrated into international contemporary art networks. Most galleries in Africa 
generally are still relatively emergent, and do not necessarily result in the kinds of 
international connections that one might expect elsewhere, as Kerryn Greenberg 
explained: 
 
How it would work elsewhere [outside Africa] is a commercial gallery would pick up an artist 
[…] and start showing them. And that gallery might show at an art fair in London, or in Basel, 
or Miami, and people would see the work. That’s the common trajectory. When it comes to 
Africa, that breaks down, because there aren’t very many commercial galleries. In fact, when 
you start looking at Frieze Art Fair [in London], for example, you really don’t see commercial 
galleries from Africa participating. And that’s not for want of trying. I know [South African] 
galleries like Michael Stevenson, Goodman Gallery and others have tried to get into those art 
fairs, but they have not been able to for some reason. They are professional galleries, they 
show good artists, but for some reason they can’t break into all the fairs. [KG, 2010]20 
 
The lack of developed art scenes may also result in reliance on a handful of influential 
individuals. As Fred’s experiences in Nigeria showed, in some circumstances, these 
individuals might be considered favourably as ‘dynamic figures’ and facilitators of 
the art world; however, if there is a clash of interests, they may behave (or be 
perceived) more as gatekeepers, leading to a problematically limited selection of 
artists.21 London-based gallerist John Egbo, made this point explicitly: 
 
Would you use existing art galleries and structures, within Nigeria, to find people? 
 
Not really. No. Because gatekeeping is not just restricted to here! It’s the same over there. 
You know, I made my own direct contacts. Because the galleries don’t really want you to – 
they don’t want you to go straight to the artist. Because you cut their living. They want you to 
come through them. [JE, 2010]  
                                                
20 Stevenson showed for the first time at Frieze in 2012. See Florence Waters, ‘Frieze Art Fair 2012: 
busier and buzzier than ever before’, The Telegraph, 11th October 2012. 
21 We may recall here the discussion in chapter two regarding Okwui Enwezor’s ‘curatorial regime’, 
and critiques of the extent of his influence over the field. The danger of curatorial ‘gatekeeping’ within 
the international contemporary art world was raised explicitly by Olu Oguibe in an open letter 
regarding the controversy surrounding the African Pavilion at the Venice Biennale in 2007, in which 
Okwui Enwezor and Salah Hassan refused to submit a proposal for the pavilion in protest at the process 
being opened up to an open call. See Olu Oguibe, ‘Open the Gate: a Letter to Salah Hassan’, Africa 
South Art Initiative, 9th October 2006. Available at <http://www.asai.co.za/word-view/opinion/item/60-
open-the-gate.html> [accessed 18th November 2012]. 
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While things are clearly changing very rapidly, and the networks outlined in chapter 
four are becoming increasingly important, the embryonic nature of many of these 
connections between art systems on and off the continent means that many 
professionals will turn to one of two alternative approaches. First, as I explore in the 
following section, this gap can be where the role of large arts events on the continent 
– biennales and art fairs – becomes crucial. Second, however, and as I continue to 
explore here, this is also where galleries such as October Gallery, which are based 
outside Africa but have a reputation for working with many African artists, can (and, 
as we have seen, do) fulfil an important role.  
 
This is especially the case where financial and time constraints come into play. 
NMAfA’s Christine Kreamer explained that they tend to rely on galleries based 
outside Africa for this reason: 
 
Unfortunately, we don’t get out [to Africa] as much as we should. We’re under-staffed and 
over-worked, and usually under-funded. The best way would be to actually make trips to the 
continent, hit all the galleries, the shows, you know, artist studio visits and so on, and come 
away with a sense of who some of the new and emerging artists are, those who have not been 
picked up yet by international galleries. The way it’s usually done, is that we find out who’s 
been picked up by the international galleries, and who’s got who, and galleries that we know, 
and think they bring in good quality work, and then we begin to be introduced to these artists 
through them. It’s somewhat of a more expedient way than going overland through 54 
countries.  
 
So which kinds of galleries do you look to? 
 
October Gallery in London is terrific, Art First is terrific, um, you know, there are galleries in 
New York, Jack Shainman, for example […] Gagosian’s carrying some people, and Skoto, a 
little more emerging artists there, not such a high-end gallery. Bill Karg is a dealer in New 
York… [CK, 2010] 
 
City art scenes – whether in London or New York/Washington D.C. – can play an 
important role in channelling artists up the institutional tree. In New York, for 
example, the Studio Museum in Harlem acts as a feeder institution, laying the 
groundwork for larger New York institutions like the Metropolitan Museum of Art 
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(The Met), The Whitney Museum of American Art (The Whitney) and the Museum of 
Modern Art (MoMA) to show artists of black descent that they might not otherwise 
show. Studio Museum Curator Naomi Beckwith explained: 
 
We of course made it our mandate to make sure that what we think of as significant practice 
by black artists gets shown. […] But part of the success of that of course is that a lot of black 
artists are getting amazing shows at major institutions. […] [We’ve been] really thinking 
about how we can best present an artist, who may have the chance at the ability to show at 
these larger institutions in New York as well. And our solution is really to be very focused 
about our exhibitions. […] We’ll show artists at inflection points in their career. We like to 
use that word inflection point. So moving between one type of practice and another, seeing a 
shift in their practice. [NB, 2010] 
 
As Naomi went on to explain, although larger museums and galleries do often rely on 
smaller ones to provide leads to follow up when identifying new artists to work with, 
this is often a largely informal process, not involving ‘collaboration’ as such, and can 
occur in a round-about fashion via biennales (as I discuss later) and personal 
recommendations from curators. She explained this process with regard to her recent 
project with London-based artist Lynette Yiadom-Boakye, whose work she first came 
across in the 2006 Seville Biennale, which was curated by Okwui Enwezor. I asked: 
 
So what kind of relationship do you have with him? Is he like an advisor for the museum? 
 
Not in a formal way, but he’s a colleague. And as these people are, they’re in our sphere. […] 
So what initially happened was, we knew her work – as most curators do, you have this kind 
of filofax in your head. And then she had two amazing presentations, almost simultaneous, in 
the spring, at the Armory show, and also at her gallery here in New York, Jack Shainman 
Gallery. And that’s when we were like, you’re ready for a show. […] The artists [that the 
galleries] show are our first line of information, really. So it’s not really a formal relationship 
in that we take things from the gallery – for instance in the case of Lynette, there’s someone 
here who represents her, has a large archive, had a big show, so made it very apparent what 
was possible. 
 
So you will use them to find out about artists that you might want to work with. 
 
Exactly. That’s always the case, and any curator would do that. If the artist has a gallery, 
that’s the best place to go – go to the gallery first. And if the artist doesn’t have a gallery, then 
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you find the artist! But there’s not an institutional relationship in that respect. It’s more like 
they’re a resource, really, for anybody doing research on artists. [NB, 2010] 
 
Naomi’s critical approach to working with galleries shows the valuable role they can 
play, without becoming overly influential within the art scene. As I discussed earlier, 
the role of October Gallery has been criticised in this regard, but as the number and 
type of institutions grows, the days of any one of institution dominating the field are 
numbered. This is perhaps especially the case with the rise of biennials, which I 
discuss in the following section. 
 
 
Biennales and art fairs 
 
As the previous chapter suggested, large-scale art events in Africa can act as 
showcases for the continent’s artists, and offer an effective arena for networking, but 
their impact is felt differently from different positions within the art world. Here, I 
want to explore some conversations I had with various interviewees about attending 
these kinds of events, as well as my own experiences attending the Rencontres de 
Bamako in November 2011, to examine the role they play in the wider system, and 
what people’s attitudes to them reveal about the process of making connections 
within, between and beyond African artistic contexts. 
 
For many curators, gallerists and others in the art world, biennales offer a compact 
space where it is possible to see a lot of art efficiently, whilst also doing some 
important networking. While biennales fulfil this function wherever they take place, 
their role is perhaps especially heightened in African contexts, where more extensive 
travel can be challenging, and where the international art world elite may make only 
occasional visits. Museum for African Art curator Lisa Binder emphasised the 
importance she places on travel to and within Africa for these kinds of events, despite 
any logistical difficulties: 
 
It’s more difficult to get objects out of and back into Africa, it’s more difficult to travel there. 
Things are just more difficult. And I pride myself on not being slowed down by it, those sort 
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of barriers. And as much as possible, travelling to Africa for the Dakar biennale, for the Cairo 
biennale, for the Jo’burg art fair, for the Bamako biennale. [LB, 2010] 
 
For many of my interviewees, African biennales and art fairs functioned as a kind of 
substitute for other methods of finding artists, in contexts where, as we saw above, 
other opportunities to see art (in commercial galleries, for instance) can be somewhat 
limited. As New York gallerist Bill Karg explained: 
 
There are very few commercial galleries [in Africa], and if the galleries aren’t there to sort of 
lead you to the artists, then it’s not a very efficient sort of research to find the artists. That’s 
one of the reasons why Dak’Art has been so important, because it brings people together, and 
allows them to do it efficiently. […] It’s of varying quality, but it’s an excellent place to meet 
artists, see art, and be exposed to that. [BK, 2010] 
 
Tate Modern curator Kerryn Greenberg also noted the key role played by biennales in 
generating international exposure, in a context where travel is often difficult, time is 
limited, most African countries have few commercial galleries, and those that do are 
not well-connected into the usual international contemporary art circuits: 
 
It’s so important for a curator to be travelling to the biennales that are happening on the 
continent, to be trying to engage in that way, seeing artists there, because that’s an easy way to 
see a lot quickly. […] So what you do see sometimes is the prize-winners from one of the 
biennales then being shown in a group show in Europe, by a curator who is based in Europe 
but probably saw that work in a biennale. [KG, 2010] 
 
Kerryn’s comment about the quickness of visiting a biennale was echoed by Nigel 
Prince: 
 
As a curator, I suppose, a biennale becomes a certain opportunity where you can have a 
certain kind of immersion, with a certain depth, and a certain breadth of artists, very quickly. 
Within a fixed location. So that becomes not necessarily a short-hand, but it’s an opportunity. 
[NP, 2010] 
 
As Nigel’s careful response suggests, there is a degree of sensitivity around the speed 
at which biennales draw in and then let go of their international audiences, and this 
sensitivity speaks to a wider anxiety about the extent to which art production in Africa 
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is given the same attention as art production elsewhere, and what this might say about 
its standing in international contemporary art circuits. While Nigel was wary of taking 
a short cut, from some artists’ perspectives, this often seems to be exactly what 
international curators do at biennales. Referring to a curator in a large North 
American institution, artist Smooth Nzewi said: 
 
She has a very narrow sense of how to engage with contemporary art. There was a Dak’Art 
biennale this year. She came to Dak’Art, she spent three days in Dakar. This is a curator of 
contemporary African art – to spend three days in Dakar, then you ship away to South Africa, 
because you think South Africa is a place where things happen. Then from South Africa, you 
return [to the US]. [USN, 2010] 
 
Unfortunately, my experience at the Rencontres de Bamako underlined Smooth’s 
critique. Many of the attendees arrived very late at night on the day before the 
Tuesday launch, and left again late on the Friday evening, having spent just four days 
in Bamako, and with the prospect of Paris Photo the next week to look forward to.22 
The weekend sessions were comparatively empty, and the sense of short cuts being 
taken – or, more charitably, efficiency being exercised – was palpable. My own visit 
lasted ten days, which gave me a slightly better grasp of Bamako than perhaps some 
of the other attendees managed to get, but still with an uncomfortable sense of having 
participated in what one interviewee called the ‘French circus’, which descends on the 
city for just a few days, and then swiftly departs without a backward glance until it 
sweeps back into town two years later. As I discussed in chapter two with reference to 
the work of Carol Becker, such problems are arguably widespread within 
contemporary art biennales.  
 
In chapter four, we saw the impact that biennales can have on artists’ practice with the 
example of Peterson Kamwathi’s revelatory experiences at Dak’Art. Beyond the 
lucky few who manage to attend these events, however, it is unclear what kind of 
broader impact they have. Danda Jaroljmek, Kamwathi’s Nairobi-based colleague 
                                                
22 Paris Photo is the world’s leading photography fair, held every year in November. The 2011 edition 
featured a ‘place of honour for Africa’, which included a showcase of some of the best work from the 
Rencontres, on view in Europe for curators who did not make the trip to Mali. See 
<http://www.parisphoto.fr/?lg=en> [accessed 13th December 2011].  
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who told me about his trip, has never attended Dak’Art herself, and suggested that 
frequent international travel to attend biennales was not a realistic option: 
 
And what about biennales in other countries? 
 
It would be great to be involved, but you know, how do you get into that world? You get sort 
of left behind, really. I don’t really follow the debates too much, you know, why there wasn’t 
a pavilion for this [at the Venice Biennale]… I don’t know enough about it, actually. I’d be 
interested, but I don’t have the luxury of going travelling to those places at the moment. We 
don’t have a budget for that. [DJ, 2010]  
 
The reach of the Jo’burg Art Fair is arguably equally limited, and the South African 
art scene as a whole was described by many of my interviewees as comparatively 
isolated from, and uninterested in, art scenes in other African countries. Kerryn 
Greenberg recalled, 
 
I managed to secure funding to attend the Johannesburg Art Fair in April 2010 and decided 
that to make the long trip worthwhile, I would see what was going on in Mozambique as well. 
[…] I wrote to several people I know who are based in Johannesburg, and I said, what’s 
happening in Maputo? […] I got six replies back, each saying there’s nothing going on, or we 
don’t know what’s going on. […] This is [only] an hour flight! […] Then, by chance, a 
journalist I know sent me an email [with] a scan of a hand-written note saying ‘If you’re 
coming to Jo’burg for the Art Fair, why don’t you hop on a plane and come and see us in 
Maputo! This hand-written guerrilla advertising was for an exhibition called Temporary 
Occupations in Maputo. And I thought, ok, I’m going to do that. I got in touch with the 
curator and spent three days with them, I visited a number of studios, museums, different sorts 
of collective spaces, and went to a photographic archive, but I was the only person, according 
to them, who went to Jo’burg and Maputo. And there are things happening in Maputo, but 
South Africans are not aware of them. So that’s what I mean by inward-looking. [KG, 2010] 
 
In this sense, while it may result in productive connections being made, simply 
hosting an art fair or biennale is no guarantee that there will be a knock-on effect of 
increased attention to artists and projects outside the borders of the event itself. 
However, Kerryn’s tale also hints at the important role played by email in creating 
connections and reaching beyond some of the restricted horizons of events and art 
scenes which can tend to be inward-looking. I explore the significance of email, and 
the internet more widely, in the second part of this chapter.  
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ICT use in the contemporary African art world 
 
As we have seen throughout the discussion so far, the field of contemporary African 
art has expanded in scope and complexity since the late 1980s both within and beyond 
the continent, yet in a field where research, communication and transportation (of 
both artworks and people) across distances and borders are crucial, the expense, 
complexity and time-consuming nature of communications and travel in Africa raises 
significant challenges for arts professionals. In the second part of this chapter, I 
examine how the growing accessibility of Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICTs) has impacted on some of these processes. First, I discuss the 
context of ICT use in relation to contemporary African art and artists, as well as some 
of the online and offline geographies that shape and are shaped by this context. Next, 
I explore how artists maintain an online presence through personal web pages and 
other websites, and then examine some more direct communication strategies, through 
a focus on email. Together, the examples presented here offer an overview of some of 
the complexities of ICT use in the contemporary African art world, and its 
intersections with offline geographies. 
 
 
ICTs and contemporary African art  
 
As a tool for gathering and exchanging information about artists, institutions, 
exhibitions, events and publications, the internet is fast, convenient, cost-effective 
and, crucially, as current as can be hoped for in a geographically dispersed field where 
things can move extremely quickly. At one time artists working in remote locations 
were relatively inaccessible and had to be ‘discovered’ in person, and as I showed 
earlier, some curators and gallerists still follow this approach. Now, however, 
theoretically at least, such ‘discoveries’ could be made at the touch of a button. 
Interactive platforms can enable users to ‘visit’ exhibitions which they were unable to 
attend in person, and lack of access to printed and audio-visual materials may be 
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mitigated by viewing them online. Indeed, many important sources are now only 
available online, for instance e-journals, artists’ websites, social networks and blogs. 
Lastly, email has transformed people’s ability to share all this information; in sum, 
ICTs now play such a crucial role in the art world that it is difficult to imagine it 
functioning without them. 
 
Although the situation is rapidly changing, people living and working in Africa – 
artists and others arts professionals among them – are still at a disadvantage compared 
with most other parts of the world when it comes to accessing ICTs.23 Clearly there 
are huge disparities within the continent, with many large cities and wider regions 
well served with ICTs, while other areas are extremely under-served.24 On the whole, 
though, a simple lack of resources – computers or other electronic communications 
devices, hardware and software, fast and reliable internet connections – is arguably 
one of the main barriers restricting access to information, services and 
communications within the African continent, preventing information about what is 
happening in African places being accessible elsewhere, and hindering international 
collaboration.25 Widening access to ICTs is therefore an essential first step in 
facilitating the involvement of Africa-based artists, curators, scholars and others in 
wider networks, whether web-based or not. 
 
Some African art institutions and centres are beginning to address this situation, by 
improving computing facilities and internet access for the artists, curators and 
researchers using their services. At Kuona Trust, for example, artists can access the 
internet for free in the library, and the organisation actively encourages peer learning 
to support this process.26 Triangle, the wider network of which Kuona is a part, views 
the internet as an important means of developing artistic practice and careers, and 
                                                
23 In 2011, 11.5% of people in Africa used the internet, compared with 78.3% of those in North 
America, 58.3% of those in Europe, and 23.8% of those in Asia. See <www.internetworldstats.com> 
[accessed 24th October 2011]. An ‘internet user’ is defined here as ‘anyone currently in capacity to use 
the Internet’, with ‘available access to an Internet connection point’, and ‘the basic knowledge required 
to use web technology’. This includes different methods of access, such as mobile phones. 
24 For instance, in 2011, 41.3% of Moroccans used the internet, compared with 0.5% of Ethiopians 
<http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats1.htm> [accessed 26th October 2011]. 
25 As the introductory chapter mentioned, the exhibition Money in Bamako and London was almost 
derailed when our photographer Harandane Dicko had problems with unreliable and slow internet 
connections in Mali.  
26 See <http://www.kuonatrust.org/> [accessed 17th April 2012].   
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since 2000 it has developed a system of websites and e-newsletters to facilitate 
communication between its member artists, arts organisers and institutions.27 This 
online network is especially important in contexts where geographical distances and 
lack of connections to pre-existing networks might limit participation: 
 
‘In this instance, the Internet is the perfect medium for the network: it is economical, 
accessible, reliable and fast, and immediately shortens geographical distances. […] [It] also 
makes much of the work of searching for, recommending, contacting and involving artists 
much easier, thereby making an enormous contribution to keeping the network open to new 
artists, and avoiding the risk of it ever becoming a closed group offering opportunities to a 
small circle of people.’28 
 
But although significant progress has clearly been made, the organisers acknowledge 
that there can be enormous challenges in introducing and maintaining web-based 
platforms in Africa. Danda Jaroljmek described the difficulties she faced when 
leading web design workshops in Africa as part of the development of the ‘African 
Artists’ Digital Network’: 
 
‘I am afraid the first couple of web design workshops were cases of the blind leading the 
blind. We didn’t manage to buy and install the web design software, Dreamweaver, for the 
first few days, and then I had to learn how to use it at night to be able to explain it by day. The 
first hurdle we had to overcome was most artists’ fear of technology, fear of failing and lack 
of confidence. It was always exciting to find that the quickest to pick up the skills were often 
those of us who began knowing the least. […] Requiring internet access and enough 
computers to share between three or four artists, we worked in a variety of unlikely places – 
from artists’ homes, downtown internet cafés, friends’ offices, colleges, etc – and usually on 
borrowed computers.’29  
 
                                                
27 See <http://www.trianglearts.org/> [accessed 17th April 2012].  
28 Alessio Antoniolli and Mia Jankowicz, ‘Websites and newsletters’, in Triangle: variety of experience 
around artists’ workshops and residencies, ed. by Mitch Albert, Alessio Antoniolli, Lorna Fray and 
Robert Loder (London: Triangle Arts Trust, 2007), pp. 58-61 (p. 58).  
29 Danda Jaroljmek, ‘The African Artists’ Digital Network’, in Triangle: variety of experience around 
artists’ workshops and residencies, ed. by Mitch Albert, Alessio Antoniolli, Lorna Fray and Robert 
Loder (London: Triangle Arts Trust, 2007), pp. 62-63, p. 62. Following an initial meeting at the Ford 
Foundation in Nairobi in 2000, Danda began running web design workshops in Cape Town, South 
Africa, and later organised further workshops in Johannesburg, Botswana, Namibia, Zambia, 
Zimbabwe, Nigeria, Ghana, Tanzania and Uganda, generally in conjunction with organisations 
connected through the Triangle Network. 
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As Danda suggests, gaining access to ICT resources, space in which to use them, and 
funding to support subsequent web-based projects, are all key issues. Moreover, such 
issues cannot be dealt with on a one-time basis; technology becomes obsolete, spaces 
change their use, and funding runs out. Unfortunately, at the time of writing, several 
Triangle organisation websites are offline, and there is no trace on the internet of the 
African Artists’ Digital Network.30 Danda confirmed that  
 
‘…most of the art spaces have their own hosts for websites and those that no longer have 
access to funding haven’t managed to maintain the websites, [I am] not sure which are up or 
not at the moment. Funding is always an issue and strong leadership.’31  
 
Beyond practical obstacles and resource-related matters, Danda’s report also 
highlights the would-be web users’ initial lack of confidence when confronted with 
unfamiliar new technology. As geographers and others are increasingly pointing out, 
equality in the internet age is not simply a matter of providing terminals through 
which previously disconnected individuals can suddenly enter into (and reap the 
benefits of) cyberspace. First, it must be remembered that ‘ICTs are embedded in 
specific places, integral to place-making and unmaking, and situated within the power 
relations of particular places, times, and communities’; in other words, a lack of 
strong social networks and existing inequalities – along lines of gender, class or age, 
for example – may mean that even where ICTs are available, they may not be 
available to everyone.32 Second, divides within cyberspace may be just as important 
as the divide between those able to enter into cyberspace and those excluded from it. 
As Mark Graham argues, the term ‘digital divide’ gives a misleading sense of a 
virtual ‘global village’ which, once entered into, will put all internet users on the same 
footing; but in fact, internet users may find their ability to navigate the web 
successfully is hindered by a range of factors including censorship, language ability, 
                                                
30 Based on a Google search for “African Artists’ Digital Network” [24th October 2011]; this is not to 
assume that the network has ceased to exist in any form, but rather to note that it has no online presence 
and as such is effectively no longer a digital network. 
31 Personal communication from Danda Jaroljmek, 1st December 2011. 
32 Melissa R. Gilbert and Michele Masucci, Information and Communication Technology Geographies: 
Strategies for Bridging the Digital Divide (Vancouver: Praxis (e)Press, 2011), p. 42. Available at 
<http://www.praxis-epress.org/availablebooks/ictgeographies.html> [accessed 24th October 2011]. As 
this report shows, this situation is equally true in countries such as the US where ICTs are much more 
widespread, but where particular communities or groups (here, poor women in Philadelphia) may 
experience multiple barriers to accessing them.  
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cultural differences and familiarity with internet culture.33 In addition, the widely 
varying online visibility of different websites (often a result of the ranking systems of 
search engines) means that ‘the websites of organizations already well integrated into 
the social and economic fabric of large segments of society […] are much more likely 
to be made visible than the websites of smaller organizations’.34 Therefore, simply 
having a website does not guarantee being fully incorporated into the network of the 
world wide web.  
 
It is therefore important to consider the ways in which the internet and the virtual 
sphere are intimately connected with, and indeed part of, ‘real life’. As Melissa 
Gilbert and Michele Masucci argue, ‘we need to shift the focus from merely 
addressing disparities in accessing computers and the Internet towards one that 
incorporates an examination of how Internet information resources are differentially 
accessed and used’.35 While the internet has become an indispensable tool for making 
and maintaining connections and sharing information in the art world, it is important 
to explore how people in different geographical locations, at different levels of 
seniority, and with different levels of connectedness within wider networks (whether 
digital or not), often experience its role and potential quite differently. The next two 
sections examine these different experiences of using the internet, first through 
websites, and second through email. 
 
 
Making discoveries online: art and artists on the web 
 
For artists, curators, gallerists and others researching African art and artists, artists’ 
websites, online profiles and/or portfolios are increasingly key to their practice. Web-
based resources enable them to find information remotely whilst juggling other 
activities, as New York gallerist Skoto Aghahowa explained: 
 
                                                
33 Mark Graham, ‘Time machines and virtual portals: the spatialities of the digital divide’, Progress in 
Development Studies, 11(3) (2011), 211-227.  
34 Graham, ‘Time machines’, p. 222.  
35 Gilbert and Masucci, Information and Communication, p. 7, my emphasis. 
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There’s a lot going on on the internet. […] I don’t spend as much time in Africa as I would 
like. Because you have to be here [in the gallery]. It’s a hands-on operation. […] I still go 
back to the internet, and how much it has helped to bring people together.36 
 
The wide range of artists’ websites draws attention to the varying experiences of 
artists at different stages of their career, with diverse artistic and professional goals 
and uneven access to opportunities. For emerging, mid-career and well-established 
artists, it is now customary to have a personal website, usually with the artist’s name 
as the domain, where one can see images of their work, learn about their biography, 
training and exhibition history, and find contact details.37 Artists with official 
representation will also have a page on their gallery’s website, and well-known (and 
perhaps especially older) artists with established careers may rely solely on gallery 
web pages, as they do not necessarily need to do much online networking themselves 
and are also likely to feature in general news stories in the media, both online and 
offline.38 Artists also feature on institutional web pages documenting exhibitions and 
other projects that they have undertaken. These are increasingly embedded within 
networks of related websites, and many incorporate hyperlinks to external sites of 
relevance to the artist or their work, helping internet users to find and digest the vast 
amount of information about art available on the web. 
 
Aspiring artists, on the other hand, may struggle to get featured on the pages of 
gallery and other institutional websites due to their lack of experience, and may not 
have the knowledge, time or resources to develop their own. Equally, the less well-
known the artist, the less the likelihood that web users will search specifically for 
them or that they will be covered in the news. For artists at this stage in their career, 
then, it is more important (and, significantly, more feasible) to be included in more 
                                                
36 From interview with Skoto Aghahowa, 19th November 2010. 
37 Examples from among my interviewees include Bridget Baker, <http://www.bridgetbaker.co.za/> 
[accessed 21st November 2011]; Sokari  Douglas Camp, <http://www.sokari.co.uk/>;  Nnenna Okore, 
<http://www.nnennaokore.com/> [accessed 21st November]; and Johan Thom, 
<http://johanthom.com/> [accessed 21st November 2011].  
38 See for instance Atta Kwami’s web pages at Howard Scott Gallery in New York, 
<http://www.howardscottgallery.com/dynamic/artist.asp?artistID=36> [accessed 21st November 2011] 
and at the Beardsmore Gallery in London, <http://www.beardsmoregallery.com/artists/atta-kwami/> 
[accessed 21st November 2011]. Another example is October Gallery’s website, which contains pages 
for many well-known artists from Africa, including my interviewees Nnenna Okore (who also has her 
own site) and Rachid Koraïchi, <http://www.octobergallery.co.uk/artists/index.shtml> [accessed 21st 
November 2011].  
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generalist websites. Sites of this kind are increasingly interactive and function in a 
similar way to social networking services, and may either be specific to contemporary 
art from Africa, or simply offer an all-purpose platform for any artist wishing to show 
their work online.39 Many of these websites enable artists to instantly create an online 
portfolio for free, and most do not demand a track record of exhibitions or 
publications. Moreover, while websites for more established artists tend to focus on 
raising artists’ profiles rather than sales, interactive sites frequently offer the option 
(sometimes for an extra fee) to sell work through the website, with prices displayed 
next to their work, and a ‘basket’ or purchase function.40 As such, they appear to 
provide an alternative to the kinds of institutionally sanctioned websites outlined 
earlier, and offer the hope of income, increased exposure, and upward mobility 
through the art system for artists starting from scratch, wherever they are based. 
 
While to date there has been little scholarly discussion of the possible implications of 
online art galleries and other websites, several of my interviewees were happy to 
discuss the impact they were already having on their life and work, and their hopes for 
the future.41 Emphasising the significance of the internet as a global platform for self-
expression, Joy Onyejiake, assistant at London’s Brunei Gallery, said:  
 
I think the beauty is that, because of the internet, this new medium has created a voice for 
Africans, in Nairobi, in Zululand, [you] can get on a website, get your stuff on, and all of a 
sudden the world’s open to them. So technology has been the best, best thing for 
contemporary African artists.42 
                                                
39 Three websites focusing on African art emerged as particularly important: African Colours 
<http://www.africancolours.net> [accessed 7th December 2011], where artists can maintain a profile 
and portfolio (at the discretion of the website editors); the Africa South Art Initiative (ASAI) 
<http://www.asai.co.za/index.php/> [accessed 16th November 2011], which provides indexes of both 
South African and Pan-African artists, based on their inclusion in books and catalogues; and the 
Creative Africa Network <http://www.creativeafricanetwork.com/> [accessed 7th December 2011], 
where anybody can upload a profile and images. Examples of generalist websites include Rise Art 
<http://www.riseart.com/> [accessed 22nd November 2011]; ArtSlant 
<http://www.artslant.com/lon/main> [accessed 22nd November 2011]; VAS (Virtual Art Space) 
<http://www.3dvas.com/index.php> [accessed 22nd November 2011]; and widely-used social 
networking sites like Facebook <www.facebook.com> [accessed 22nd November 2011]. 
40 See for instance <http://www.riseart.com/> [accessed 22nd November 2011]; 
<http://www.artslant.com/lon/main> [accessed 22nd November 2011]; 
<http://www.alexandragalleries.com/> [accessed 21st November 2011]. 
41 For some general and theoretical discussion around related issues, see Nancy Proctor, ‘The Google 
Art Project: A New Generation of Museums on the Web?’, Curator: The Museum Journal, 54 (2) 
(2011), 215-221. 
42 From interview with Joy Onyejiake, 2nd July 2010. 
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For both artists and those wanting to connect with them, then, the internet can provide 
a channel of communication facilitating collaboration between different locations, and 
counteracting the relative isolation from art world centres experienced by those 
outside its immediate reaches. As I discussed in chapter three, despite rapid change, 
the increasingly polycentric nature of the international contemporary art world has yet 
to impact significantly on many artists and arts professionals in Africa. In this context, 
the internet may play a crucial role in enabling them to work more effectively from 
their locations by facilitating connections with others working in global ‘art capitals’ 
like London and New York.  
 
Yet some of my interviewees experienced isolation from the art world despite the fact 
that they were located in its heartlands (as opposed to its hinterlands), drawing 
attention to the fact that connectedness and opportunities are not simply linked to 
geographical location, but also to a whole host of socio-economic and other factors. 
Edward Ofosu, an aspiring artist originally from Ghana but now based in London, 
was very optimistic about the possibilities opened up by virtual galleries for artists 
like him, seeing them as a platform enabling creativity to emerge almost of its own 
accord: 
 
Before, you had the mainstream media, and everything else was being channelled through a 
narrow path. Because of that, it eliminates the vastness of the world, the varieties, and the 
beautiful stuff that is all over the place. So the internet is giving a way for all these things to 
be exposed, where people can really look at it. […] As I keep going on the journey, if it’s 
supposed to happen, that I will be permanent in a gallery somewhere, then it will happen. […] 
You just keep creating. […] The work itself has a life of its own. [EO, 2011] 
 
When I asked for more detail about the processes which might facilitate this, Edward 
explained that he sees the virtual art spaces of the internet, where users (artists) can 
upload their own content for free, as a viable alternative to physical gallery spaces: 
 
There’s a website called VAS, and it’s a visual gallery. And I was on one of the sites, and 
somebody wrote me an email and said, I like your work, can you come and join VAS? And I 
went there, and I was like, wow! I can display some works over there. […] It’s as if you’ve 
gone to a gallery. There’s a whole room for you, with all your paintings on the wall, and you 
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can just have a tour. […] We’re going to a different dimension now. So you don’t need to 
physically walk into the gallery now. You can be in your room, and visit the galleries. [EO, 
2011] 
 
For Edward, the internet is a freely available and universal platform for ‘non-
mainstream’ artists, and thus his pathway to professional success. His comments 
suggest that the universal viewing interface provided by the internet – the fact that all 
art websites, regardless of their content, aims or intended audience, can be viewed on 
the same screen, in the same location – may, if not give a false impression of a level 
playing field, at the very least inspire hopes of one.  
 
Unfortunately, interviews with people working in arts institutions indicated that his 
optimism may well be misplaced. First, although the internet provides a good starting 
point for research, for many curators and gallerists, viewing art online is still a poor 
substitute for meeting the artist and viewing their work in the studio, as Tate Modern 
curator Kerryn Greenberg explained: 
 
You can take Creative Africa Network, you can take African Colours, you can take Facebook, 
and every other social networking site, whether it’s Africa-specific or not, but the face-to-face 
contact that you make with people is critical, I think. And you begin to trust people, and you 
begin to know whose opinions you value. [KG, 2010] 
 
In other words, although online galleries may give a curator or dealer an initial idea of 
an artist’s work, they will generally still want to meet that artist and see their work in 
person before deciding whether or not to develop the relationship further. In 
particular, Kerryn’s comment draws attention to the enduring importance of 
credibility and trust in the art world, and the limitations of the internet when it comes 
to fostering this indispensable aspect of professional relationships. Rather than 
opening up the ‘vastness of the world’, as Edward hoped, internet-based 
communication is arguably deeply entwined with existing channels of exchange and 
the uneven power relations that structure them. 
 
Consultant and dealer Ayo Adeyinka made a related point in our discussion about 
diaspora artists, whom he argued were able to capitalise on their more internationally 
connected positions to further their careers: 
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I mean, the world is a global village now, and there’s more movement. And [diaspora artists] 
have access to the internet, and a lot more of the propagation infrastructure, so they will 
spread the word about themselves a lot quicker than some people based in Africa. And they’re 
very, very competent artists, and they’re being collected everywhere. […] From access to 
works, they’ve got the best of both worlds. 
 
Because they’re more accessible, being in the West? 
 
Exactly. That’s probably not going to change. If I work in Tate Modern, it’s easier for me to 
make a phone call to a guy who lives in Dulwich [South London] than to have to trawl around 
looking for his number if he was in the Gambia. It’s just more convenient. And it’s not 
anybody being lazy, or uninterested, but you’re speaking to a guy down the road that happens 
to be African, and makes African art, so why not? [AA, 2011] 
 
While his London location had yet to bear fruit for Edward Ofosu at the time of our 
interview, in Ayo’s assessment, the improved access to internet and other parts of 
what he calls the ‘propagation infrastructure’ that comes as a result of being located in 
the West can help some artists to become more connected, and therefore more 
successful, in a kind of virtuous circle. Thus, while the internet undoubtedly holds the 
promise of better visibility for all artists (whether African or not, wherever they are 
based), it cannot in itself create a more equal system. Geographical proximity to art 
world centres can still be an important factor, depending on artists’ individual 
circumstances. Far from rendering geographies of location and physical 
connectedness irrelevant, the online world interacts with them in complex ways, 
whether mitigating barriers and divides, magnifying them, or creating new ones.43 
 
 
Communicating online: artists and email 
 
If having a presence on websites is now considered an important strategy for artists 
(albeit with mixed results), a related and perhaps even more important aspect of the 
                                                
43 As Doreen Massey summarises, although cyberspace is undoubtedly changing the relationships 
between people, place and space, ‘this is not the annihilation of space; but it is a radical reorganisation 
of the challenges that spatiality poses’. See Massey, For Space, p. 96. 
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use of ICTs is the direct contact that can be achieved via email. In a situation where, 
as we saw earlier, curators, dealers and others face many practical challenges when 
travelling to and within Africa to meet and work with artists, combined with the 
desire to circumvent perceived art world gatekeepers (whether galleries or 
individuals), email becomes a crucial tool in overcoming geographical barriers, and 
making direct contact with specific individuals. For artists, an online profile is often 
only the first step in the process of developing their career; many also take the logical 
step of directly contacting relevant curators and gallerists. In the past, sending 
packages of images through the post was the usual method, but for ease and speed, 
particularly for artists (such as those based in Africa) who might be far away from 
their target audience and lack resources to send high quality printed images, sending 
attachments via email, or links to websites, is now often the preferred option.  
 
For some of my interviewees, the ease of contact afforded by email has proved 
productive. For gallerist Skoto Aghahowa, the internet is a crucial tool for making 
contacts beyond his base in New York: 
 
[…] the good thing about the period we are in right now, because of the power of the internet, 
you might be physically here, but you have tentacles and contacts, far, far wide! Because of 
the nature of the business, some of my contacts are outside the US, more than in here. [SA, 
2010] 
 
Another New York dealer, Bill Karg, explained: 
 
In recent years, the world has changed so through electronic communication, both impacting 
artists and of course their exposure to the world, but also their ability to reach others, and 
reach out, so that probably on average maybe twice, three times a week, I’ll receive an 
unsolicited email from an artist somewhere in Africa, who’s either heard of me, or seen my 
website, and has said hey, what do you think? 
 
Do you often find interesting work that way? 
 
I sometimes do. Usually not. The best example which has been an enormous success […] was 
Nnenna Okore. […] So these lucky things happen, occasionally. And hopefully I choose 
correctly, and I think in that case, I certainly did. [BK, 2010] 
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While Okore’s success might seem encouraging, as noted earlier, she is in fact based 
in Chicago, and was embarking on this process having done her graduate study in the 
US and with a growing understanding of how the international contemporary art 
world works. For artists without this experience, or in inaccessible locations, the 
process may unfold entirely differently. Bill’s comment that he tries to ‘choose 
correctly’ from the array of options placed before him reveals the extent to which this 
is in many ways an unequal situation, where the artist has very little power; I discuss 
the relationship between curators and artists in the following chapter. 
 
Further research revealed some of the pitfalls of email for any artist attempting to 
climb up the career ladder. London’s October Gallery offers the following advice for 
artists via its website: 
 
‘October Gallery receives many e-mails and packets from artists around the world. Although 
we do our best to consider proposals sent to us we are unable to respond to every request we 
receive. We apologise for this and hope for your understanding.’44 
 
While this statement avoids being overly discouraging, gallery founder and director 
Chili Hawes indicated the extent to which ‘cold emailing’ by artists is unlikely to lead 
to further interaction with the gallery. She conceded that email made keeping in 
contact with artists easier, but said it was not a good way of finding them in the first 
place: 
 
We get artists either from – some of my people that I’ve been working with for so long 
recommended something, or we see something, by chance, or we go out and find them. We 
have hardly ever selected anyone who’s applied [by email]. It’s strange. 
 
Do you get a lot of applications? 
 
A lot. All the time. 
 
From whereabouts? 
 
All over the world. But it rarely hits the mark. I don’t want to discourage anyone from 
applying, but it’s mainly, it’s, er… I don’t know how that happens. [CH, 2010] 
                                                
44 See <http://www.octobergallery.co.uk/contact/index.shtml> [accessed 27th October 2011]. 
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October Gallery is not the only gallery to receive unmanageable quantities of 
unsolicited emails from artists hopeful that their work will be taken up. At NMAfA in 
Washington D.C., Christine Kreamer was upfront about the artistic hierarchies 
structuring who gets to show there, and sceptical about the likelihood of direct contact 
from artists (via the internet) circumventing this structure: 
 
We get emails all the time from people from the continent [of Africa], and it’s like, “Hi, I’m 
an artist in Kenya, and I’d like to have a show at your museum.” And it’s like, yeah, sure! 
Dream big, but get real! I have to say it in a diplomatic way, but you know, you have to begin 
to just sort of understand that in order to get to this place, which is a national museum at the 
Smithsonian, in the capital of the United States, you have to have a track record! […] So 
you’ve got to work your way up the system, you’ve got to play the gallery scene, you’ve got 
to be in the group shows, you’ve got to start working it. And it’s a hard life. I have huge 
sympathy for artists, I don’t know how they do it. [CK, 2010] 
 
October Gallery has a reputation for introducing artists to the international arena, 
whereas NMAfA tends to work with established artists who have already worked 
internationally, so the former is arguably a more appropriate target for artists 
attempting to generate interest in their work. Even so, both Chili and Christine’s 
comments show that some kind of existing track record and/or personal contact with 
curators (offline, and as Chili explains, generally at the gallery’s instigation) is still 
almost always a prerequisite for progression into gallery exhibitions.  
 
Both examples also highlight the sometimes undisciplined and unmanageable nature 
of artist/gallery contact via the internet, and the irony of a situation where advances in 
ICTs have perhaps increased the likelihood of miscommunication between artists and 
their target audiences. Ease of contact results in many more attempts at self-
promotion by artists, many of which are apparently wide of the mark, and may even 
do more harm than good to an aspiring artist’s career. To return to the argument of the 
previous section, first hand experience and personal contact is still seen as far 
preferable to information gathered online, in terms of reliability and authenticity. 
Email may thus be a key factor in maintaining and strengthening existing contacts, but 
for most artists, it must be backed up with the legitimacy that comes from ‘real world’ 
personal networks and robust professional credentials if it is to result in career 
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progression. Of course, the ability to create and maintain such ‘real world’ networks 
depends to a significant degree on artists’ location and mobility in relation to the 
individuals and institutions they hope to make contact with; in other words, ICTs have 
by no means rendered geography irrelevant. 
 
 
* 
 
 
In this chapter, we have seen that although there have been important developments 
and arguably improvements in the ways that curators and artists navigate the art world 
as a material space, there are a number of ongoing issues which continue to shape 
practices in the field. In the first place, although many art professionals I spoke to 
recognised the benefits of ‘on-the-ground’ work in African contexts, the difficulties 
involved in doing this (both perceived and actual) at times seemed prohibitive. The 
growing structure of institutions, events and networks working with contemporary 
African art – as well as the mobility of some key individuals between them – is 
creating new pathways for making connections within the field, and has the potential 
to produce opportunities to find artists in multiple ways. However, these are not 
always equally accessible, nor are they always utilised by some curators who prefer to 
‘journey’ to Africa to find artists outside these kinds of connections. The debates over 
this ‘journeying’ approach showed that the imaginative geography of Africa that it 
presupposes – an Africa that is perhaps mysterious yet contains hidden artistic ‘gems’ 
– has become increasingly suspect for many in the art world, yet is by no means 
obsolete.  
 
Similarly, while the internet has proved a transformative force, these gains have not 
resulted in a level playing field. By making information about art and artists more 
widely accessible and improving opportunities to communicate across distances, it 
has enabled more people to effectively participate in the professional field and opened 
it up to wider audiences. Yet geographies of location and mobility still significantly 
affect the chances of successful relationships being developed; those that are more 
physically able to access art centres may be more likely to be able to capitalise on this 
virtually, and visibility online does not translate in any straightforward way to 
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visibility in the gallery system. Global connections may be rapidly proliferating 
online, but as my experience in Los Angeles showed, they can tend to follow specific 
channels and pathways that link together individuals, institutions and other interested 
parties that are already connected to some extent through their participation in similar 
spheres of activity. Finding a place in this web of connections and beginning to shape 
them is therefore a question of being aware of and able to research the wider structure, 
and having the opportunity to insert oneself in an suitable position. My experiences of 
blogging suggest that the linkages between online and offline contact are increasingly 
complex, with one often leading to the other; these tangled geographies of connection, 
and the relationships they build and are built around, are still very much in the process 
of emergence.  
 
As this discussion has implied, when deciding how to identify and work with artists, 
professionals in the contemporary African art world often have to weigh up many 
different considerations, including the need for efficiency, practical issues relating to 
travel and communication, a sense of political awareness, and the pressures of 
generating public interest, popular appeal and, in some circumstances, sales. Artists, 
meanwhile, contend with many related issues, especially involving the expectations of 
their multiple audiences, their career ambitions, questions of identity and their sense 
of personal and professional integrity and purpose. My interviewees’ reflections on 
these topics reveal some of the key points of tension structuring practice in this area, 
and in the following two chapters, I explore in greater depth the dilemmas curators, 
gallerists and artists can face when attempting to negotiate these issues within their 
own practice. Chapter seven draws out some wider geographical aspects in greater 
detail, but first, in chapter six, I consider the question of how ‘African-ness’ is 
negotiated.
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Chapter Six 
 
Negotiating African-ness in the art world 
 
 
Trying to be an artist is hard anyway, but to be an African artist is even harder. Because you 
are having to deal with situations that Western artists take for granted. You’re having to deal 
with preconceived notions about what people think African art should be about. And most of 
these artists just create things because it’s their environment, it’s what they love to do. It’s not 
necessarily because they’re African – it’s got nothing to do with it. But at the same time, 
coming from my point of view, because I want to be promoting these artists, it’s kind of a 
weird situation, because you’re having to use their African-ness to a certain extent, to get them 
out there, but you’ve got to try and do it in a way so that it doesn’t become the all – if 
anything, you celebrate the fact that they’re from Africa, not – do you understand what I’m 
trying to say? [AM, 2010] 
 
Negotiating African-ness in the art world can be a tricky business; curators and artists 
are often faced with difficult decisions about whether to present art in relation to 
Africa or not, and if they do, how to go about it. In a situation where artists 
themselves – their biographies, personalities and motivations – often play an 
important interpretive or at least framing role in the reception and understanding of 
art, a phrase such as ‘African artist’ needs careful consideration for the work it does, 
and the ways it is contested. As Annabelle Mu’azu admits above, expressions of 
African-ness can in some situations be a useful marketing tool, but may have little to 
do with an artist’s practice or how they wish to present themselves to an audience.  
 
As I discussed in chapter two, against a backdrop of critical work deconstructing the 
‘idea of Africa’, scholars of contemporary African art have addressed many of these 
issues through analyses of specific art works and exhibitions, as well as through the 
project of assembling a history (or histories) of African art. Artists, gallerists and 
others in the art world have also engaged with these questions in creative ways, 
through art works, exhibitions and other curatorial projects. However, less has been 
said about the practices, experiences and emotions shaping negotiations around these 
issues; in accounts focusing on exhibitions, collecting policies and larger theoretical 
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trends, the doubts, conflicts and challenges curators and artists work through in 
individual projects and encounters are not always fully acknowledged.1 Annabelle’s 
comments above hint at the complexity and even confusion surrounding curating 
within the field of contemporary African art, yet curators do not necessarily receive 
training on working on cross-cultural or politically sensitive projects, nor are their 
experiences often shared, except anecdotally. As another curator told me, 
 
I think most of us have learnt how to handle these issues on the job and we probably all do so 
differently. There will be many different perspectives on working cross-culturally and it's 
often difficult, but ultimately you have to decide in each moment what feels right to you...2 
 
In this chapter, therefore, I explore how curators, artists and others in the art world 
make decisions about what ‘African-ness’ means, by examining the field of 
contemporary African art an arena of opportunities and challenges converging around 
the question of how to present and interpret art and artists from Africa. Expanding on 
chapters four and five, I focus on how ‘African-ness’ is negotiated in practices, 
conversations and encounters associated with specific projects, problems and 
experiences. Throughout, I draw on my interviews and ethnographic research to 
highlight the different perspectives involved, the main points of contention, and what 
is at stake for individuals who are differently positioned. 
 
In the first part of the chapter, I set out the broad context for these negotiations by 
discussing Africa’s image and stereotypes about the continent, among Western 
audiences and in the international contemporary art world more widely. Second, I 
explore strategies for engaging with these images, stereotypes and tensions around 
Africa and African-ness in three different areas: the contextualisation of art and 
artists; the curatorial position; and the ways that artists and curators work together. 
Threading through these conversations are issues which shape and contest imaginative 
geographies of Africa and understandings of its art, and cross-cut specific projects and 
                                                
1 For example, in 2002, the journal African Arts printed an exchange between the scholar Sidney 
Littlefield Kasfir and six North American and European museum curators on the ‘rapidly changing 
scenario of museum practices in exhibiting contemporary African art’. Although the discussion 
occasionally included accounts of individual experiences and working practices, the overall focus was 
on institutional exhibiting and collecting policies in relation to wider questions of disciplinary focus 
and theories of art. See ‘Dialogue: Museums and contemporary African art: some questions for 
curators’, ed. by Sidney Littlefield Kasfir, African Arts (winter 2002), 9 + 87-90. 
2 Personal communication from Kerryn Greenberg. 
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interactions: the categorisation of art into ‘traditional’ and contemporary’, and 
questions of temporality and location; disciplinary boundaries and the articulations 
between scholarly debates and museum displays; and identity, and its importance 
when working sensitively in cross-cultural situations. As will become apparent, while 
there is no straightforward way of approaching the complex array of positions in these 
interactions, the roles, identities and voices of artists are becoming increasingly 
recognised; in the third part of the chapter, therefore, I unpick some of the main points 
of contention surrounding the artists themselves, drawing out the often geographical 
claims to knowledge, individuality and belonging which in many cases form the key 
stakes underpinning the conversation.  
 
 
Contesting Africa’s image through art  
 
John Picton observes that the idea that there is a ‘Western’ or ‘European’ attitude 
towards art is a generalisation that is in some ways unhelpful: 
 
There is no African idea of art, there is no European idea of art. There are lots of European 
ideas about art. […] There’s an obvious overlap. An overlap in Europe, down the centuries, 
between the classes and so on, an overlap between different parts of Africa, and an overlap 
between Africa and Europe. There isn’t any absolute sense in which we can say, well, this is 
our view of art, and this is their view of art. It simply doesn’t exist. [JP, 2010] 
 
As we saw in chapter four, John’s argument has been lent even more force in recent 
years with the emergence of collaborative, multi-sited art initiatives working between 
Africa, Europe, North America and elsewhere. The ‘idea of art’ that these 
organisations engage with may often be oriented towards the ‘international’, and as I 
discuss in the following chapter, the location and scope of ‘the international’ is very 
much contested; nevertheless, such work clearly indicates the limitations of notions of 
particular continentally-defined ‘mindsets’. In many ways, it is precisely these kinds 
of overlaps and exchanges that I am concerned with in this research, as part of the 
project of understanding the geographical knowledge production underlying Africa’s 
representation and position within the art world. As chapter two suggested, this 
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reflects my wider aim to bring work on art into conversation with critical 
geographical perspectives on how spatial categories and boundaries get produced. 
 
Nevertheless, as chapter two’s discussion of the history of representations and 
perceptions of Africa also showed, beyond these promising current developments in 
certain circles, Africa has long been a focus of negative stereotypes and 
misunderstandings on the part of Westerners in general, and these have arguably 
become the dominant imaginative geography of the continent circulating in the world 
today.3 It is therefore worth revisiting this earlier discussion to explore further some 
general trends in ‘Western’ preconceptions about Africa and its art, not least because 
many in the art world operate on the assumption that they exist, and that something 
must be done about them. Such concerns are of course not universal; for some, like 
Giles Peppiatt of Bonhams auction house, their interests in African art are purely 
commercial: 
 
What’s important to realise is that first of all, we are auctioneers, not galleries or museums. So 
we act as agents on behalf of collectors, or owners, or vendors of works of art, to sell them for 
them. Now, I’ll be honest and say, Bonhams is a commercial organisation. So we are looking 
for areas into which to expand, that we think will be profitable for us. […] The rationale for us 
is purely economic, I’m afraid. [GP, 2011]  
 
As I go on to discuss, there is an interesting politics of engagement with ‘ideas of 
Africa’ which means that apparent conceptual disengagement in favour of an 
economic or other rationale should not necessarily be seen as a rejection of any 
politics at all. Even so, Giles’ opening comment reveals the extent to which those 
working with contemporary African art beyond the auction house are widely 
considered to have ‘higher’ motives – that is, their rationale is assumed to be driven 
by aesthetic, political or social concerns.  
                                                
3 During 2011-2012, a counter-narrative has arguably emerged in some online and print media sources, 
emphasising Africa as a place of economic opportunity and cultural vitality, in a direct 
acknowledgment of – and challenge to – the negative stereotypes that have dogged the continent. 
While the longer-term impact of such reporting is not yet clear, there has already been a backlash 
among some critical and alternative voices, which have accused these reports of being patronising and 
feeding cynical and/or neo-liberal agendas. For examples of this ‘counter-narrative’, see ‘Africa 
Rising’, The Economist, December 3, 2011; ‘Rebranding Africa’, L'Uomo Vogue, May 2012; and ‘The 
New Review: New Africa Special’, The Observer, 26th August 2012. For critique, see Elliot Ross, 
‘Vogue’s re-branding Africa disaster’, available at <http://africasacountry.com/2012/06/06/vogue-
italias-rebranding-africa-disaster/> [accessed 18th October 2012]. 
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Insofar as audiences’ assumptions and expectations have to be taken into account 
when planning exhibitions and the like – whether that audience is museum-goers, 
artists, collectors, or other institutions – in the case of Africa, the perception that there 
is an overwhelming lack of knowledge about the continent and its artistic production 
among the general Western public has thus become a target for curatorial 
intervention. Many of my UK and US-based interviewees were acutely aware of such 
issues, both in connection with their own practice and professional activities, and on a 
more personal level regarding their own experiences and position within broader 
power structures. I discuss the complexities of these interventions in more detail in the 
next section, but first, it is useful to assess the current situation with regard to 
responses to Africa and African art, beyond Africa. What kinds of negative 
stereotypes and misguided assumptions are seen to be a problem? 
 
For some, the issue is mostly one of awareness. London-based South African gallerist 
Geeta Chagan suggested that UK audiences are very poorly informed about artistic 
production from South Africa and Africa more generally: 
 
Have you come across any other galleries in London doing similar things to you? 
 
No, not really. I found sort of online shops who sell African products, really badly made, sort 
of photo frames and things like that.  
 
Touristy things? 
 
Yeah, exactly. And that’s what I’m trying to change, people’s perception of stuff that comes 
from South Africa, or in their minds, Africa, is not – just… there is fine art, and there is 
quality fine art. 
 
Do you think that’s still a widely-held perception? 
 
Yeah, I think – well, the fact that they had the [football] world cup, people are more aware of 
South Africa and what it has to offer, which is brilliant. So that’s sort of a big door-opener. 
But when it comes to art, fine art, I think people are still very stuck in a box. [GC, 2010] 
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Geeta’s worry that people in the UK often assume that there is little or no 
contemporary fine art being produced in Africa was borne out by my own experiences 
of telling non-experts about the subject of this research; many assumed that I was 
referring to ‘traditional’ or ‘tribal’ art, until I specified otherwise.  
 
American audiences were also seen as relatively ignorant about Africa and its art, as 
NMAfA curator Christine Kreamer explained: 
 
I was introduced to [African art] totally unawares, it wasn’t on my radar at all, and I was 
receptive to it, and so having worked in Africa and been well-received in Africa by so many 
wonderful people, it’s now my mission to get other people excited about Africa, and want to 
go there, want to know about African cultures and African art and so forth. And so if I can do 
that, that’s a good thing. If they move on and realise that in fact, their American lives are not 
so radically different in terms of values and that sort of thing, as African lives, that’s a big step 
forward for many people. [CK, 2010] 
 
In Christine’s efforts to help her audience understand Africa by drawing out 
similarities between American and African everyday lives, we can see parallels with 
the approach taken in Money in Bamako and London, as described in chapter one; this 
might be seen as a strategy of familiarisation, whereby geographically distant places 
are brought into dialogue with one another through art, so that the known can make 
the unknown more accessible. 
 
By contrast, others were more forthright about what they considered to be the 
prevalence of not simply uninformed but overtly negative perceptions of Africa, and 
their political and ethical responsibility to challenge them. For Joy Onyejiake, the 
process of selecting artists to show at London’s Brunei Gallery is often a matter of 
attempting to directly counteract stereotypes perpetuated by the mainstream media: 
 
If you’ve got somebody who’s gone to Africa, and photographed some images, and generally 
if it’s a European person, they’re going to come back with particular stereotypes. Poor people, 
looking dreadful, blah blah blah! Suffering. Yes, we know there is that aspect to it, but there’s 
always another aspect to it. […] [One needs] to give a balanced view. Unfortunately the media 
doesn’t do that. And that’s kind of what SOAS tries to do. So we’ll have proposals coming in 
that might be, you know, stereotypes of people, and saying no, actually, we want to see 
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something that balances out the stereotype. Because you can switch on the 10 o’clock news 
and watch that. [JO, 2010] 
 
As we saw in chapter four, Bill Karg also aims to counteract ignorance and lack of 
interest in Africa at a very basic level, by providing clients at his New York gallery 
with a map of the continent. Specifically, he focuses on demonstrating Africa’s 
geographical size and diversity, and on challenging assumptions that it is somehow 
outside of (or lagging behind) modernity: 
 
I do it by trying to be as pan-African as I can. I do it by correcting people, when they talk 
about Africa as a country. I do it by showing the richness and diversity of the media in which 
they work, and I do a number of things, not terribly deliberately, but enough – I call them 
head-turners. So when artists work with computers, or artists have PhDs, I make that clear. 
And I’ve received raised eyebrows. An African with a PhD? An African who works at 
computers? So I like to do that in a way that is […] part of a casual conversation. [BK, 2010] 
 
Discussing his work on the curatorial team for Africa Remix, Roger Malbert expressed 
similar aims more positively, not simply in terms of correcting misconceptions and 
providing information, but with a focus on pride and recognition: 
 
Britain and France and America all have […] um, a tendency to – to denigrate Africa, and see 
it as a primitive land without culture, without evolution […] So part of the whole point of this 
[exhibition] was to do with pride. You know, African pride, raising consciousness of the 
achievements of African creative forces. [...]  So behind this was kind of a sense of – not 
wanting to sort of – a positive celebration of African culture is a really kind of - in the wrong 
way, but roughly it was that sort of project in a way. It was about raising the profile of Africa, 
yeah, politically, we were all agreed about that I think. [RM, 2010] 
 
Roger betrays a certain hesitancy about the idea of a ‘positive celebration’, hinting at 
the complicated task of developing a ‘celebratory’ project without it seeming shallow 
and politically naïve.4 To do this, Africa Remix aimed to challenge assumptions that 
African societies are necessarily rural, superstitious and isolated from the rest of 
contemporary life, by promoting alternative views focusing on urban cultures and 
global influences: 
                                                
4 As I discuss in the concluding chapter to this thesis, a similar problem arose in relation to the recent 
Africa Utopia festival at the Southbank. 
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If you go back to stereotypes, which is really what the whole project was about – the 
stereotypes would be of carving, and using traditional masks and so on, everything relating 
that in some way to the spirit, etc, etc. So we were concerned to represent artists who were to 
some extent, on the whole, connected with the wider world, and the wider world of 
contemporary art. So in other words, they would know about video art, they would know 
about installation, they would know about what was happening, even if they didn’t have 
access. […] We wanted to work with artists who were perhaps more urban, to remind people 
that African culture is not all about village life. […] There were a few artists of that kind in 
this exhibition, who do live in villages and make work with wood and so on. But on the 
whole, it was about getting away from that. [RM, 2010] 
 
I explore this idea of being ‘connected with the wider world’ further in the next 
chapter; here, it is noteworthy that like Bill, Joy and many of my other interviewees, 
Roger was concerned with Africa’s image as alien, isolated and backward, and used 
the public display of art as a platform for challenging it, by presenting what he 
considered to be little-appreciated or surprising aspects of the continent to audiences. 
 
As has by now become clear, the intended audiences and beneficiaries of such efforts 
cannot be assumed to be mainly or even partly Africans. If the continent’s image has 
become a target of curatorial intervention on artistic platforms (the majority of which, 
as we have seen, have been outside Africa), the debate has mostly revolved around 
addressing different Western audiences’ assumed misconceptions about Africa. In 
other words, stereotypes (and attempts to tackle them) should perhaps be understood 
not only as images projected onto others, but as indicators of unequal power 
relationships between different positions or places. This may seen an obvious point, 
given the geographical distribution of exhibitions and museums discussed in chapter 
four, but it bears repeating insofar as it highlights the very different stakes at play for 
artists, curators and others intent on addressing very different issues and audiences 
with their respective practices. As I suggest later in this chapter, exhibition organisers 
must deal not only with the political sensitivities of their audiences, but also those of 
the artists with whom they are working, and the two groups may approach the same 
issues with different needs and agendas. 
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Shifting curatorial approaches 
 
If there is a general lack of knowledge of Africa and its art in the West which may be 
counteracted with exhibitions, as the previous section suggests, there is little 
consensus on the best way of doing this. One factor contributing to the diverse array 
of opinions is that although many people working with contemporary art from Africa 
occupy multiple roles – as artists, curators, academics and critics – and there is 
exchange between all of these individuals, it can still be extremely difficult to connect 
theory and practice, as David Dibosa observed: 
 
I’m a theorist, as you know, it’s been many years since I organised an exhibition… I just 
watch other people and talk about what they do, or experiment; [I] use people [and] 
exhibitionary practice as an experiment, but I don’t set up the experiment, other people do 
that. I just talk about it or tell them what they should or shouldn’t be doing! It’s a bit naughty, 
really. So to get from that intellectual reflection around the practice to the practice itself, to 
close that space, it’s a really hard one. [DD, 2010] 
 
This difficulty may be partly due to some of the logistical and time pressures 
mentioned in chapter five – the sheer practical complexities of putting on an 
exhibition may leave little time for theoretical reflection – but for many curators, 
conceptual engagement is in principle central to their practice. Arguably, then, the 
main difficulties arise from inherent tensions between theorising about art, on the one 
hand, and displaying it, on the other. In the introduction to this thesis, I reflected on 
this problem in relation to Money in Bamako and London, highlighting how curatorial 
decisions almost always involve balancing out different intentions, impulses and 
limitations which cannot always be reconciled. As Christine Kreamer observed, 
complex ideas often need to be simplified if they are to engage the general public: 
 
When you create exhibits, your intellectual ideas may be lofty, but you have to bring them 
down to earth with who is your audience, what are the kinds of messages you want to convey, 
what are the intentions you have for doing this exhibit, and it’s rarely as complex a realisation 
as the idea is, because it’s its own unique teaching tool. But you hope you start the 
conversation, you hope that from whatever great works are in the room, or one little nuance 
that a label may draw your attention to, that it opens up a little bit of a door, and you go, I 
didn’t really think of it that way, this is cool. [CK, 2010] 
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When an audience’s base level of knowledge is very low, expectations as to what an 
exhibition can hope to achieve must be accordingly modest, even if its messages 
could potentially be far more complex and subtle. I return to this tension between 
complexity and simplification in more detail in the following chapter, where I explore 
how it relates to many of the conflicts over geographical knowledge that shape 
debates around Africa in the art world.  
 
The recent history of curating contemporary art from Africa reveals some of the 
strategies curators have employed to develop accessible ways of representing Africa 
and African artists in international contexts. As the previous discussion showed, 
drawing out connections and counteracting negative stereotypes have often been 
guiding principles, but what particular concerns have shaped attempts to do this? In 
the second part of this chapter, I consider three different factors which emerged from 
my fieldwork: the question of contextualising art work; the curatorial position; and the 
working relationships between curators and artists. These sections highlight the three 
elements – the art work, the curator and the artist – which, together with the audience 
(which appears throughout the discussion), come together to create meaning when art 
work is displayed. 
 
 
Contextualising and categorising art 
 
One of the key debates that emerged from my conversations with museum and gallery 
curators was the question of how much ‘context’ to provide to help audiences 
understand art works in exhibitions. Depending on the artist and the institution, 
contextual materials could include labels and larger text panels, booklets, catalogues, 
short films and archival materials. The subject of these is often simply the work on 
view, but information about the artist’s wider practice and sources of inspiration, 
biography, exhibition history and place within wider art historical debates are all 
common, as, in some circumstances, is information about the region, cultural or ethnic 
group or even environment the artist is said to originate from. Given audiences’ 
assumed lack of knowledge about Africa and its art, it might seem logical to provide 
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as much information as possible about the particular circumstances of an African 
artist’s practice in relation to their background and place of work, to help audiences 
engage with it in an informed manner. For some, however, this presents a number of 
difficulties which call into question the work’s position within wider hierarchies and 
threaten to limit its interpretive possibilities. In chapter three, I noted debates around 
how best to understand art works, which question whether to emphasise their 
transformative potential as material objects, or whether to focus on the social and 
cultural matrix in which they are embedded. Such debates inform conversations about 
how to present ‘other’ art works to audiences, particularly where a work’s wider 
context is seen to be unfamiliar, and yet, once presented, threatens to become its 
defining (and limiting) frame of reference. 
 
Many emphasised the importance of not allowing information about an art work’s 
place of origin to fix it in place, and of ensuring that geographical contextualisation is 
subtle enough that it does not limit understandings of the work. For instance, Leon 
Wainwright explained how he would approach developing an exhibition of work by 
the Trinidadian artist Emba outside of Trinidad: 
 
Do you think it would be really important to make that [Trinidadian] context available to 
people seeing the exhibition? 
 
I think I would try as hard as I could not to make the work stand as evidence of a place. And I 
would show how they transcend place, as much as anything else. And I would take a great 
deal of care over it, to try and relate his work to other works from that region, and to show 
how they’re almost in a dialogue with one another. And to point up the diversity of the sorts of 
work that you find in Trinidad. It would be important not to allow the final interpretive 
framework to be ‘Trinidad’, whatever that may mean, but perhaps try and find something 
about those works which offered a continuous thread in and amongst them. [LW, 2010] 
 
In chapter four, artist and scholar Smooth Nzewi made a similar point in an African 
context about NMAfA, when he lamented that the question underlying their 
exhibitions is always ‘what does this art piece tell us about Africa?’, rather than what 
the artist is trying to communicate through their work. The relationship between the 
work, the curator, artist(s) and the ‘message’ of a show with respect to its 
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geographical context is a complex one, and I pursue the implications of this in greater 
detail in chapter seven.  
 
Related to the question of geographical context is the question of temporal – and in 
this case, by extension, disciplinary – context. In chapter two, we saw that there has 
been a dramatic shift of curatorial and scholarly attention in recent decades from the 
‘traditional’ to the ‘contemporary’. The course of this transition, and the historical 
development of African art studies more widely, means that confusion over how to 
categorise different eras of artistic production from Africa, as well as how to allocate 
each ‘type’ of art its most suitable disciplinary home, has been a defining feature of 
debates over curatorial practice. Categories including ‘traditional’, ‘modern’, ‘tourist’ 
and ‘contemporary’ are highly contested, as there is no consensus on how to 
distinguish them or address their overlaps. As John Picton pointed out in our 
interview, ‘tradition’ is in fact perhaps best understood as an ‘ideological invention’: 
 
One of the most pernicious conceptual fracturing points in the study of African art is this 
notion of traditional art on the one hand, and contemporary art on the other. As if there is no 
continuity between the two. Whereas if you look at the work of somebody like Bruce 
Onobrakpeya, a Nigerian printmaker, yes it’s got a new set of techniques […] but the subject 
matter [is] folk tales, local ritual events, chieftaincy and so forth. So that you could use the 
new art technologies in new ways of reckoning with your cultural environment, which was at 
the same time modern and rooted in local tradition. Because tradition is always something 
that’s handed on. Whereas the notion that there’s traditional art, or traditional religion […] is 
always someone’s invention. You’re bracketing it around, and saying, you can’t touch that, 
that’s sacrosanct. So ‘traditional’ is always an ideological invention. [JP, 2010] 
 
John’s remark that to assert a category called ‘traditional’ is to ‘bracket it around’ and 
to claim it as ‘sacrosanct’ recalls many longstanding critiques of Western 
interventions in African art (and Africa more generally), which seek to classify, 
contain and thereby master it; we may think here of the critical appraisals of the 
exhibition Africa Explores, which I discussed in chapter two.5 It is clear that assigning 
an art work the label ‘traditional’ not only identifies it as being of a particular style or 
form; it also asserts a historical narrative, and fixes the work – and, critically, the 
                                                
5 For a seminal critique of such practices with regard to so-called ‘tribal art’, see Kasfir, ‘One Tribe, 
One Style’. See also Ranger, ‘The Invention of Tradition’. 
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place it comes from – at a particular point in that narrative, which is almost inevitably 
seen as anachronistic, or lagging behind.6  
 
Support for John’s argument about the complex, wide-ranging temporalities and 
geographies of ‘tradition’ comes from artist Atta Kwami, who described how he drew 
on Ghanaian weavings in paintings made during a recent fellowship at NMAfA: 
 
I spent three months […] looking at collections in the Smithsonian National Museum of 
African Art, which was also very enriching and empowering, because I’ve been interested in 
the weavings, the cloths from Ghana, from the 19th century, largely, and some early 20th 
century cloths. Stunning – because each time we handled, we brought these things out – the 
curator that helped me, we would be shrieking, it was so beautiful, we couldn’t believe it! The 
permutations and what they did, by unravelling European silks and re-weaving these colours 
in subtle shades. It wasn’t at all the limited palette that is characteristic of recent kente [cloth]. 
But still the aesthetic is there. And I think that meant a lot to me, to be able to reach back to 
that tradition, and bring it out in my paintings. [AK, 2010] 
 
This kind of practice which interweaves and overlays historic and contemporary 
influences, both African and European, clearly calls into question any claims for 
clearly definable temporal (or indeed geographic) categories, yet the distinction 
between the ‘traditional’ and the ‘contemporary’ in the arts of Africa is still widely 
used. As Janet Stanley explained, this is generally simply for ‘convenience’: 
 
I think actually this whole idea of contemporary and traditional has been pretty well 
debunked. […] To me, that’s sort of an old debate. But you still hear those terms thrown 
around, and we all kind of use them as a crutch. […]  
 
So if these distinctions have been debunked, why do you think they’re still so widely used? 
 
I don’t know. It’s just hard to get away from it. I think it’s such a convenient shorthand that 
it’s just a little bit hard to get rid of. Because if you talk about contemporary, ok, you’re 
talking about paintings and things as opposed to masks. But there are scholars who are really 
trying to show that even old traditions are very au courant, and are changing a lot. [JS, 2010] 
 
                                                
6 For further discussion of these issues in the context of Caribbean art, see Wainwright, Timed Out. 
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As I discuss further in chapter seven, the difficulty of escaping from categories that 
have become a ‘crutch’ for both practice and debate is one of the key factors 
underlying discourse in the field of contemporary African art, and while ‘traditional’ 
and ‘contemporary’ are significant in this respect, I suggest that geographical 
categories – including ‘Africa’ itself – are perhaps the most important.  
 
Paradoxically then, even if the categories of ‘traditional’ and ‘contemporary’ have 
been debunked in specialist circles, they continue to shape curatorial practice, and 
important sensitivities still remain around the use of these terms, largely because of 
the decisions they force curators and others to make about how to show work, and 
who should show what. Although the number of institutions dealing with 
contemporary African art has increased significantly in recent years, and as we saw in 
chapter four several older institutions dealing primarily with older work also have a 
history of engaging with it, for many curators and museums, it is still a comparatively 
new area. As curator Lisa Binder explained, this means that the most appropriate way 
to present both kinds of art (and the ongoing connections between them) to audiences 
is still very much under discussion: 
 
It’s a new thing, this idea of contemporary African art, and who lays claim to that, sort of 
intellectually, amongst the scholars, becomes a really interesting thing. […] You get the art 
historians, and the anthropologists, and we do things very different ways. And some people 
want to make sure those distinctions are torn down, between art history and anthropology, 
traditional and contemporary, and for some, it’s really important. And most of the artists I 
work with are really adamant about not being portrayed, not being the subject of an 
ethnography, or they seem to be very anti-anthropology. And that’s part of the problem of the 
history of the discipline – it’s not any actual indictment of us, it’s about how this came to be. 
So within the field, you have art people who have been art historians and studied mostly 
traditional African art, for a very long time, and they’ve met contemporary artists along the 
way, and they think, oh, I do contemporary as well. But the world of contemporary is a very 
different thing. So there is a lot of confusion and blurring of lines about what contemporary 
African art is. [LB, 2010]  
 
Some museums working with both older tradition-based and contemporary art have 
developed various strategies for handling the interpretive opportunities and challenges 
this presents by showing both kinds of art in the same space, and exploring the 
juxtapositions created. At the British Museum, for example, work by contemporary 
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artists like Sokari Douglas Camp and Magdalene Odundo is included in the Sainsbury 
Galleries alongside much older work. Curator Chris Spring explained that the purpose 
of this is to reinterpret and make the traditional art ‘live’, but the underlying motive is 
to challenge popular misconceptions about the ‘real’ Africa being frozen in time and 
somehow ahistorical: 
 
[We] decided that we’d introduce people to the art of Africa through contemporary artists […] 
A lot of people have an idea of African art that is very much a Eurocentric idea, that was fed 
by a handful of people during the nineteenth century, really during the colonial period, 
bringing back mainly wood sculpture from Africa, masks and so on. And this is what people 
began to think of as African art. […] Contemporary artists offered an opportunity to look, for 
example in Sokari’s case, at a masquerade tradition, and bring it right up to date. […] She not 
only gave us an opportunity to look at the those Kalabari masking traditions, but also raising 
those questions, about how a contemporary artist, a female contemporary artist working in 
metal, and based in London, can reinterpret a tradition. It made it come alive, it made it come 
into the 21st century, or the late 20th century, as it was then. [CS, 2011] 
 
In this sense, contemporary art is not simply presented on its own terms, but is used to 
‘reinterpret’ and enliven historic art forms. I asked Chris why he took this ‘mixed-
period’ approach, which is unique within the BM, and he explained that it was a 
strategy chosen to tackle the misguided images of Africa discussed earlier: 
 
I think it was precisely to give people an idea that these traditions are not trapped in the past. 
In the business, there’s a term called the ‘ethnographic present’, which is an idea of Africa, 
still sort of frozen in time, a sort of pre-contact Africa. It never existed. It only existed in 
European imaginations. 
 
Do you think that’s a problem that’s specific to Africa? 
 
It’s fairly specific to Africa, partly because the colonial experience in Africa was quite 
concentrated, and relatively late, I suppose. There was this whole idea of discovering the dark 
continent, and so on. [But] Africa was not this kind of sealed, strange, dark continent. It was 
actually open, and not dark at all. So having contemporary artists’ work helps to explode some 
of those myths. [CS, 2011]  
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For some though, this strategy risks exactly the opposite of what it set out to achieve. 
Paul Goodwin of Tate Britain explained that for him, putting contemporary work with 
much older pieces can burden it with unhelpful associations: 
 
My main problem with the British Museum’s approach, and with the way in which African art 
is approached generally in the BM, the V&A, all these museums, [is that] when they present 
contemporary African art, they still present it within this kind of ethnographic frame. An 
anthropological frame. And I find that highly problematic. I find it quite regressive, in some 
respects. […] I think [Chris is] trying to present a different context for presenting African art. 
But again, it’s still within that separate gallery, in the basement. It’s presented through the lens 
of exotica. And this is the challenge a lot of contemporary African artists have. [PG, 2011]  
 
Paul’s final comment here points to the personal challenges facing artists who become 
implicated in such discussions. Chris Spring suggested that the risks Paul identifies 
have lessened over time as artists gain in confidence and feel comfortable relating 
their work to older artistic forms, seeing themselves as ‘torchbearers of tradition’ [CS, 
2011], but with the possible exception of Atta Kwami (quoted earlier) none of artists I 
questioned voiced this opinion, especially regarding how their work was shown. 
Nnenna Okore, for example, described her response to a mixed-period display:  
 
I want my work to be classified with contemporary art. Or, you know, just art of the century, 
if possible. I went to the Indiana Museum of Arts, and I was very excited to see El Anatsui’s 
big quilt placed among the regular contemporary art exhibit. Though I was disappointed to see 
that some other prominent African artists that are maybe artists in diaspora or artists of 
African heritage, whose works were included in the African art collection. So they put those 
works in among the masks and the more traditional art. And I was like, why are these here? 
And they were like, oh well, there is a cultural connection, and we’re trying to sort of compare 
and have a way of getting people to appreciate it in line with these kind of cultural ties. You 
know! I was kind of disappointed with that. I made an argument for the fact that these works 
were not, even though they were created based on culture, are not traditional objects. And so 
putting them in that frame, you’re boxing it in and making it impossible for people to view 
them outside of that context. Things like that, I get a little offended about. [NO, 2010] 
 
Many curators are acutely aware of the sensitivities Nnenna expresses here, and 
incorporate them into decision-making processes. For instance, Christine Kreamer 
reflected on her own experiences at NMAfA: 
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We’ve done some exhibits where we bring the traditional and the contemporary together; 
some artists are cool with that and some aren’t, so you have to explain the context. I did a 
show – Inscribing Meaning: Writing and Graphic Systems in African Art, from ancient 
Egyptian right up to the contemporary, showing African artists engaging with script in various 
ways in the art.7 […] and we had to tell Ike Ude, ok, your two pieces […] are in the section on 
body, and they show bodies, and you are referencing body art, and across the room in this 
same space will be some traditional objects referencing body art and body markings and so 
forth. […] And so we negotiate that. And then other artists would just say no way, it’s not 
going to happen. I’m in my own, separate, contemporary gallery. I don’t want to be in 
association with the traditional. That’s their choice.  
 
Why do you think they have different ideas about that? 
 
Well, I think they think it’s totally separate from what they’re doing. I think it depends on the 
artist. Some artists don’t see a connection with their work and the traditional. […] We’re 
trying to break down these divides in some ways, because they are artificial in their way. It’s 
all part of an African reality, if there is such a thing, or African realities, I guess we really 
should say. [CK, 2010] 
 
Interestingly, in citing the debunking of the traditional/contemporary divide, Christine 
appeals to the idea that all kinds of practice are ‘part of African realities’. In this, she 
tends to follow Chris Spring’s approach at the BM in prioritising the works’ 
geographical context over their historical context, and I show in chapter seven how 
this emphasis on geography can become a bone of contention. 
 
The tensions discussed so far revolve mainly around questions of how contemporary 
art is presented in relation to stereotypes of Africa as ‘traditional’ and lagging behind; 
in this scenario, the aim is draw out connections between older and newer practices, 
and to demonstrate that Africa and its art are always changing and exist in the present, 
rather than being fossilised and somehow behind the times. But although curators and 
artists may find common ground over the principles underlying these goals, as both 
Nnenna and Christine’s remarks suggest, the ways in which artists’ identities become 
entangled in such efforts can raise extra complexities. For example, another NMAfA 
curator, Karen Milbourne, noted the dangers of stereotyping not only the African 
                                                
7 Inscribing Meaning: Writing and Graphic Systems in African art was shown at the National Museum 
of African Art at the Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C., from 9th May – 26th August 2007. 
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continent but the artists themselves when linking contemporary and traditional work, 
and the importance of artists’ views in this context: 
 
I try very hard to make sure that artists are comfortable with what I’m doing. I did an 
exhibition at Baltimore [Museum of Art] […] which was actually on colour, on the 
significance of the colours red, white and black. But I did it through focusing on the genre of 
masks. [I] invited the Tunisian artist Fatma Charfi to create an installation. […] I was worried 
that she would be concerned about being linked with masks. And she wasn’t, she loved it 
actually. […] And she was working with veils, and so I talked about the idea of façade, and 
covering and transformation and so forth through her work, and I mentioned how her veil 
could be seen like a mask, or the hijab. And that’s when she freaked out. She said, if my name 
were Lucy, and not Fatma, you wouldn’t have written that. Well actually I would, but it was 
interesting that that was her reaction. It was not being concerned about being connected to this 
other historical art form – to her that was interesting, because it was opening up a new arena. 
It was when it became something that could stereotype her. That was the issue. So that’s the 
thing that you have to think through. [KM, 2010]8 
 
As this example shows, while sensitivities around being associated with traditional art 
forms may be important for some artists, others are more concerned with 
contemporary cultural stereotypes, and negotiating a path between these can present 
tricky challenges for curators. Indeed, such examples show that the flipside to the 
contextualisation debate is the desire of many artists to not only be freed from 
stereotypes, but to actively participate in what they consider to be contemporary art 
conversations. In this situation, strategically using contemporary work to tackle 
misconceptions embodied by older, more historic pieces can be very much at odds 
with contemporary artists’ intentions. 
 
Divisions thus emerged between those who felt that it was important to provide plenty 
of information in order to situate work and counteract misconceptions about African 
art and Africa as a whole, and those who felt that for contemporary artists’ work to 
‘stand up’ in the context of the international contemporary art world, it should not be 
given ‘special treatment’ or particular contextualising material at all, and should be 
                                                
8 The exhibition is question is Meditations on African Art: Color, which took place at the Baltimore 
Museum of Art, 18th April – 19th August 2007. This was the second of a three-part series; the first was 
Meditations on African Art: Light, 17th December 2006 – 1st April 2007, and the third was Meditations 
on African Art: Pattern, 12th March  – 17th August 2008. 
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allowed to speak for itself.9 A proponent of the latter approach is curator Lisa Binder, 
who as we saw in chapter four, emphasises the importance of enabling artists to speak 
for themselves, with a view to them being perceived in the same way as any other 
contemporary artist. She therefore shuns extensive labelling in favour of less intrusive 
interpretation: 
 
You come to the work, and then you learn about the artist and the greater context through the 
work and maybe through the catalogue, and maybe audio-tour and programming, rather than a 
lot of wall text and situating it geographically. Does that make sense? […] So for example, 
with the El Anatsui show, there’s just one large wall panel, a timeline of his life, and then the 
individual object labels, and not all of them are descriptive. Some are just tombstones. And 
there’s not a whole panel on kente cloth, or where he’s from in Ghana – it’s not about that for 
him. He wants people to come to the work first, and really, as any other contemporary artist. 
[…] It’s really about how the artists self-define. If it’s really important for them, that this is 
where they’re from, and this is the context of the work, that’s the way we’ll present it and look 
at it. Not that the curation of the work is dictated by the artist, but because of all these 
nuances, I want to work very carefully with that, respect the way they perceive themselves and 
their work in the world. [LB, 2010] 
 
As Lisa continued, however, a balance has to be struck between respecting the artists’ 
wishes, and serving the needs of the audience: 
 
People are interested! That’s why people come to the Museum for African Art, they want to 
learn about Africa and African artists, so I can’t be disrespectful of the audience either. So 
there will be many layers to the information that you get. That’s something I learnt […] is to 
let the work speak for itself, but then if someone wants to read the label, or wants to get the 
gallery guide, or wants to put on the audio tour, or you can go and get the catalogue, or you 
can go to the website. You can layer the information yourself, and really learn at your own 
pace. And I think that’s really important. Because sometimes you go to exhibitions and it’s 
like, I can’t even see the work for all the stuff coming at you. And that’s definitely something 
I hope to avoid. [LB, 2010] 
 
The question of whether and how to contextualise contemporary African art in 
exhibitions seems unlikely to be resolved any time soon, and it is arguably productive 
                                                
9 In taking this position, some curators may perhaps surprisingly find parallels with the strictly 
commercial approach of Giles Peppiatt, mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, insofar as they opt 
to disregard any sense of a geographically or politically informed or motivated stance in favour of one 
which assumes that all art is, in principle, on a level playing field.  
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to have a range of different approaches working alongside each other, as it is through 
the contrasts and conflicts that these differences throw up that we can begin to gain a 
fuller understanding of what issues are in the balance, and how they are dealt with in 
different circumstances. As chapter four also suggested, approaches may vary 
depending on different institutions’ remits and histories. Nevertheless, as I have 
begun to show here, it is important to recognise that while such issues may reflect 
wider institutional factors, they are also negotiated by individuals in encounters that 
can reveal a great deal about what is at stake for differently positioned actors within 
the field. In the following two sections, I explore this idea further by reflecting on the 
curatorial position, and the professional relationships between curators and artists. 
 
 
The curatorial position 
 
As several of the examples already mentioned suggest, in their capacity as 
interlocutors between artists and audiences, the personal roles, agendas and 
positionalities of curators have attracted increasing scrutiny. This scrutiny comes from 
artists who (as the next section shows) take a critical interest in how they and their 
work are represented, but also from curators themselves. As we have seen, those 
organising exhibitions and working with artists often have to conduct a delicate 
balancing act between different interests. Such tensions have arguably been 
heightened by the transformation of the art world during the last three decades that 
has seen the rise of ‘the curator’.10 David Dibosa reflected on the changing 
relationship between artists and curators as the curatorial role and wider international 
art infrastructure has developed and expanded over the years: 
 
When I first started working [in the 1980s] there didn’t used to be curators. It was just people 
working with artists. […] The power of the curator was not what it is now, in the same way. 
The development of the exhibitionary infrastructure, particularly this internationalisation, the 
emergence of this whole raft of biennale, which allow artists to reach the – almost 
superstructural level […] obviously has a role to play in relation to the relationship between 
the super-curator, if we can call them that, and the artist. So I think one would have to look at 
                                                
10 See O’Neill, The Culture of Curating. 
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this question of the development of the curator, the biennale infrastructure. And then of course 
how the curators operate within that, knowing that structure to be there. [DD, 2010] 
 
I return to the question of the internationalisation of the art world in chapter seven, but 
here I want to pursue the question of curatorial power, and the paradoxes it can create 
for curators. Reflecting on her own practice, Annabelle Mu’azu revealed a certain 
ambivalence about intervention in what she felt should ultimately be a direct 
conversation between the artist and their audience: 
 
I don’t even see myself as really a curator. I kind of go with my gut, with everything that I do, 
and I’m not one to be forced to sit down and put together a concept. […]  I think there’s so 
much pressure out there, to go out and just do these most crazy, awe-inspiring projects. […] 
With any project I do, I try and see myself as a viewer, and [ask], what is a viewer going to 
get out of this? Some of the exhibitions I’ve been to, it’s all about rhetoric, and it’s the 
curator’s rhetoric, it’s not necessarily what the artist is saying about their work. […] It’s not 
me trying to impose my point of view. It’s about me just loving what they’re doing, and 
wanting to do whatever I can to encourage it. [AM, 2010] 
 
In chapter two, we saw that the curatorial ‘regimes’ of individuals such as Okwui 
Enwezor have attracted scholarly critique for being too didactic and overpowering. I 
asked Annabelle to expand on her critique of ‘curatorial rhetoric’, and she reflected 
thoughtfully on how she responds to some of these tensions, in the context of wanting 
to challenge misguided ideas about Africa: 
 
It’s a difficult situation, because as I said, you’re having to deal with preconceived ideas of 
what people see African art to be. So for a curator who wants to try and smash that, you’re 
having to do it in a way that explains to the audience what the work is about. But then 
sometimes your own point of view comes into it a bit too much, and you lose the essence of 
what the artist is trying to do, or say. […] At the end of the day, for me, any project that brings 
together brilliant art from Africa is a good thing. I think we just now need to put egos aside, 
and […] step back. There’s nothing wrong in having a point of view – that’s why you have the 
introduction! Do you understand?! You have the introduction, and then you step aside. […] At 
the end of the day, you have to do a heads up to the audience as well, because they’re coming 
in having certain views about what to expect. And that fact that they’ve walked through that 
door to see this work is a big thing, it really is. Things are changing, which is great. Things are 
majorly changing. [AM, 2010] 
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Annabelle’s comments highlight the difficult task of mediating between artists and 
audiences, in a context where preconceived ideas about ‘Africa’ and ‘African art’ 
threaten to hinder productive engagement and understanding. As she notes, however, 
the different platforms offered by various interventions – the art work itself, but also 
the accompanying texts and framing of the show – present opportunities to engage 
audiences on a range of levels, and hopefully stimulate new ideas. Her points echo 
Lisa Binder’s emphasis of the range of different materials developed at the Museum 
for African Art, as well as the importance of artists’ voices, and suggest that museums 
and galleries are becoming more creative and flexible with their interpretation. 
 
Beyond more general doubts about the curatorial role, the question of whether African 
art needs African curators is a thorny one. It is clear that the contemporary African art 
infrastructure (both in Africa and internationally) benefits significantly from the 
knowledge and skills that Africa-based curators can provide, and that greater 
investment in this area is essential; chapters four and five examined some of the 
developments that are occurring in this area, and some of the key personalities making 
them happen. However, whether or not African curators are inherently more suited to 
curating art from Africa is another, more controversial matter. New York gallerist Bill 
Karg was unapologetic about his non-African whiteness as an unambiguously positive 
thing in relation to his impartial but genuine enthusiasm for African art, and his ability 
to share this enthusiasm without any vested interests or hidden agendas:  
 
I sometimes treat [my position] very lightly and humorously. […] I somewhat view it as 
perhaps a bit more authentic. Here I am, this white guy, I’m not a black guy, I’m not an 
African-American, I’ve got no thing to prove about establishing my history, or my connection, 
or promoting something that – I’m a white guy who’s fallen in love with this art, and this 
continent, and can speak about it enthusiastically, and hopefully promote it. And it’s all quite 
simple to me, somehow. [BK, 2010] 
 
Christine Kreamer also felt positively about her position as a white American curator 
working with African art, but drew attention to the need for more Africa-based 
curatorial expertise: 
 
So for you personally, how do you feel about your role working in this area, as somebody 
that’s not from Africa? 
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Oh, I feel good. You know, the field is not the purview of any one person, nationality, or even 
discipline or specialty. It’s wide open to anyone who is trained, and so forth. We certainly 
wouldn’t want to limit an African scholar from working in French literature, for example. And 
I think we’re almost beyond the issues of race in terms of who can speak about these arts, 
because of issues of representation and so forth, I think were covered about a decade ago or 
more, and so we’ve sort of worked through that. I’m concerned, however, that there’s not 
strong art history and museum studies training on the continent. And thus, where are the 
African art historians and curators coming up in the ranks? [CK, 2010] 
 
For Christine, one danger of having non-African curators working with African art is 
that their own agendas and egos can interfere with any possibility of delivering a 
nuanced, interesting exhibition that is true to the artists it claims to represent. For 
example, she was dismayed by the selection of art and artists for the show African Art 
Now: Masterpieces from the Jean Pigozzi Collection, suggesting that it reflected 
Pigozzi’s personal vision of ‘discovering’ untutored, naïve artists, which she regarded 
as misleading and offensive.11 I asked, 
 
So do you think [Pigozzi] misrepresented them? 
 
I think he represented himself. It’s more about him than the artists, quite frankly. Whereas you 
take a show like Africa Remix, which is the one we wanted here [instead of African Art Now], 
much more current, and giving the art the space it needs to tell its own story. And that’s the 
value of having an African curator, for example, like Simon Njami, or Okwui Enwezor, of any 
of these guys, begin to allow the works to speak for themselves, and not to be sort of grouped 
in these magical, mystical kinds of connections. 
 
Do you think that’s something that you do need an African curator for? 
 
Yeah. And in fact, I think we’re heading in that direction. We’re hoping with fundraising to 
get sort of what we might call a visiting African curator thing going, where somebody comes 
in and spends three years working with us. [CK, 2010] 
 
Africa Remix curator Roger Malbert affirmed the value of curators like Simon Njami 
to the field; however, although he acknowledged Njami’s expertise, he also 
                                                
11 African Art Now: Masterpieces from the Jean Pigozzi Collection took place at NMAfA from 16th 
November 2005 – 26th February 2006. I discussed the Pigozzi collection, CAAC, in chapter two (see 
footnote 199). See also Ogbechie, ‘Primitivism Inc.’. 
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emphasised the ‘symbolic’ importance of having a black curator involved. Roger thus 
acknowledged sensitivities around his own position as a white curator, despite 
insisting that colour was not an important factor in the selection of the artists: 
 
[Africa Remix] wasn’t a colour show. […] It was kind of taken for granted, we were all 
sophisticated enough to understand that it was not about that. On the other hand, if we didn’t 
have Simon [Njami] there, as our African [curatorial] representative, it would have been a 
slightly different scenario. It would have been more than slightly different. […] We would 
have probably been too embarrassed, as three white men, to have gone forward presuming that 
we were qualified to curate an exhibition of African art. […] It was really symbolically as well 
as kind of epistemologically very important. Absolutely. But again, on the other hand, given 
that, I think we were very unselfconscious about the colour of artists, and sometimes one 
didn’t even know. And when it came to deciding on a cover image for the private view card, it 
happened to be Jane Alexander, which is fantastic work, and none of us suddenly said, wait a 
minute, we can’t put a white artist on it, you know, it was not that sort of thing. And I think 
that was a very positive thing about it, and I feel quite proud, really, that we were like that, we 
didn’t even think about it. [RM, 2010] 
 
Roger’s account reveals a contradictory situation where concerns with colour or ‘race’ 
are dismissed as unnecessarily ‘politically correct’, and yet may be deeply entrenched 
in the selection of key personnel for projects, for reasons of political legitimacy. As he 
later admitted, the ability to ‘not think about it’ is not always straightforward: 
 
It’s hard not to be self-conscious about it. If you do a group show, and international group 
show, and you make up a list of artists, and think, wait a minute, they’re all white male, and 
then, I think, in most curatorial contexts, somebody would say well we can’t just have all 
white male artists these days, in a show, and it’s just a fact of life that we’re living in a bigger 
culture. [RM, 2010] 
 
In addition, taking a relaxed approach to questions of race is perhaps a privilege of 
white individuals in the art world, who do not find their identities and ideas 
consistently reduced to their colour. In this sense, while Roger emphasised his 
personal connections with black culture and political struggles as a marker of 
‘integrity’, he acknowledged that his own position as a white curator meant that he 
was not ultimately dependent on such matters for his own practice:  
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I was married to a black woman for ten years, and I’ve got two mixed-race children, [so] I feel 
very identified with the struggles of black people in this country […] which makes me feel 
sort of secure in my position, as it were, I’ve got an integrity about it, I’m not just sort of 
dipping in and out. […] On the other hand, I would say I’ve done quite a lot of exhibitions 
which have been to do with black culture […] and I’ve been fairly conscious [of] not wanting 
to be typecast as the person who’s just – you know, he’s the one who does… At the Hayward, 
I have been sort of regarded as – if there’s anything to do with black culture, he’ll do it. But 
because I’m white, I’m able to kind of step out of that, in a way that if I were black I would 
probably end up being stuck with that label for ever. So it’s not an abiding theme in my 
curatorial long term project, to deal with Africa, and it may not happen again, you know, I 
don’t particularly care – I may or may not. [RM, 2010] 
 
It might seem from Christine and Roger’s remarks that the value of having an African 
curator rests somewhere between local, on-the-ground knowledge, and political 
legitimacy. Yet for artist, curator and scholar Smooth Nzewi, enthusiasm for young 
African curators on the part of Western institutions is better understood as a symptom 
of the wider curatorial infrastructure and its need for ‘star figures’: 
 
[Christine] Kreamer felt that [NMAfA] needed a different kind of voice. And in the usual 
American way – I mean, I didn’t understand that, but on reflection I understand […] what 
happens is that the US will always want to create a star figure. Over time it’s been Okwui 
Enwezor. So the way Kreamer was saying it was, they are tired of these voices, of Enwezor, 
[Olu] Oguibe, and we need a different voice. Which on reflection, I think, is really the way the 
Americans work. She said, I want you to guest curate an exhibition. [SN, 2010] 
 
As Smooth notes, while curators such as Bisi Silva are rapidly building strong 
reputations, the best-known ‘star figures’ in the contemporary African art world have 
been highly mobile Africans based largely in the United States and Europe (including 
Okwui Enwezor, Olu Oguibe and Simon Njami). For Smooth, Christine’s faith in the 
ability of these curators to represent African art more accurately, and to let it ‘tell its 
own story’ without pushing their own agenda, may be misplaced; rather, their practice 
may in fact form part of a wider system that seeks to simplify, streamline and 
ultimately create a canon and ‘experts’. 
 
These debates and doubts surrounding curatorial roles and identities highlight the 
contentious politics of representation at stake here, on a personal level, but also on a 
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systemic level with regard to identity politics in the art world and anxieties over 
racism, discrimination and equality. While most of my interviewees stressed that 
colour and ‘race’ were not important factors in the selection and practice of either 
artists or curators, at the same time, sensitivities about the history and contemporary 
manifestations of power discrepancies underlying the act of representing were readily 
apparent, from both sides of the relationship. There is also an ironic tension between 
the emphasis on Africa’s diversity and complexity, on the one hand, and the idea that 
an ‘African’ curator might be able to best understand and represent ‘African’ artists 
on the other. It is unclear how far it is an individual’s particular, located knowledge 
and experience of working with African art and/or in African countries that is 
considered important, or whether skin colour (and thus seemingly unquestionable 
political status) is in fact still seen by some as a badge of legitimacy. I take up the 
question of geographical simplicity versus complexity in more detail in chapter seven. 
 
 
Artists and curators working together 
 
I have already introduced some of the issues around artist-curator relationships in 
terms of the practicalities of making contact and communicating, and in this section, I 
build on this discussion with regard to questions of identity, representation and power 
relations. As we saw with the opening example of Money in Bamako and London, 
working relationships between curators and artists can at times be complex; the 
negotiation between Sophie and Diane, while cordial, showed differences of interest, 
emphasis and opinion, which reflected their respective professional positions in the 
collaboration, but also their varying experiences, expectations and personalities. More 
generally, curatorial authority is expressed through curators’ roles not only as 
practical facilitators but also as advocates for certain ideas and positions. In the 
resultant uneven power relationships, questions of identity can become the subject of 
tension, and, if the balance of power allows it, negotiation. Although the relationship 
between artists and curators may primarily be seen as a collaborative one, then, there 
are times when competition or conflict may be its defining features.  
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Artist Nnenna Okore reflected on this in relation to her desire to chart her own 
professional course in the contemporary art world: 
 
I do like that we [artists] are creating that path for ourselves, although the path is being 
defined by somebody else, not by us. And so that’s the part where I get a little uncomfortable 
with the subject matter, and wish that we were defining that path for ourselves. 
 
Yeah. So who is defining it? 
 
I think that it’s being defined by – I don’t want to put a name on it! But it’s being defined by 
the contemporary art scene. You know, the contemporary art world. Beginning to identify 
these African talents, and stars, and kind of trying to put them in this category. I don’t imagine 
that very prominent international Brazilian artists or Japanese artists… […] I don’t hear them 
being called contemporary Brazilian artists, or contemporary South American artists, you 
know, that kind of thing. They’ve sort of been classified with the rest of Western art. So I 
want to be fitted into that. I don’t want my work to be isolated in the museum, and put under 
African art. Which many museums do. [NO, 2010] 
 
Nnenna’s observations point to the framing and limiting role curators can play 
through the wider curatorial infrastructure, and I explore the question of the 
geographical classification of artists further later. Engaging critically with their own 
roles and responsibilities in this area is an important but difficult task for any curator, 
as David Dibosa commented: 
 
The best of the curators that I know would never use an artist as a kind of vehicle for their 
own career and position. At the same time, in order for these artists to be represented, to be 
advocated, as any kind of advocate, your voice is heard more clearly if you can claim that you 
speak for a particular constituency. […] These constituencies get created and out of these 
constituencies, a representative, or ambassador, or advocate – is maybe a better, more 
generous term […] – the curator [begins] to advocate the role of these artists on the 
international circuit. I think that being less generous about it, the difficulty for the artist then, 
is that they kind of have someone else who’s speaking on their behalf, and that always the 
difficulty, because there’s that… double, double side to things. […] Many of the artists will 
say my key is to get my work shown, to make it, and to get it shown. Now if someone is going 
to advocate my work in the international arena, why would I not take up that place? And once 
I get to that place, maybe then I can say, well, I’m not interested in you calling me an African 
artist, call me what you want, or whatever, I’ve got something else to say. But that is polar 
dynamics, in the system, and I think we have to be mindful of it. [DD, 2010] 
 254 
 
David’s analysis of the situation recalls Annabelle’s comments earlier in this chapter, 
where she reflects on the conundrum of wanting to challenge audiences’ 
preconceptions about Africa, but not wanting to become overassertive with her own 
agenda. From an artist’s perspective, as David suggests, over-zealous and intrusive 
curating can be prohibitive when it comes to developing certain relationships or 
collaborations, perhaps especially with more established artists who expect greater 
control over how they are represented. Sokari Douglas Camp, a successful UK-based 
artist born in Nigeria, reported her experiences of briefly working with October 
Gallery, and her frustration at being unable to take charge of her own image: 
 
I don’t keep up with them. Just because they’re another institution where they actually tell you 
what you are, and I think, actually, you don’t know who the hell I am! Isn’t that weird? They 
are very, very good, because they’ve helped so many artists […] but I stay away, because I 
don’t want to be told who I am. I mean, that is just so strange. I don’t tell them who they are! 
[…] There are moments where I just won’t go along with the game. And after having a show 
with them, that was it, I said, ok, that’s enough. […] I want to be able to stand on my own two 
feet as an artist! Not as some kind of third-world, hand-me-down stuff! I love meeting [them], 
but […] I say, stay there, before you start telling me how to be an African! God. You have to 
be so careful. [SDC, 2010] 
 
Most of the curators I spoke to were anxious to avoid this kind of situation, and used a 
variety of tactics to ensure that the artists they worked with did not feel singled out or 
pigeon-holed by any assumptions related to their ‘African’ identities. For Fred Mann, 
the key is treating all artists the same, whatever their backgrounds: 
 
I just think this is about working with living artists in the way we work with living artists from 
anywhere else. And being as normal about it as possible. This isn’t about my ideas, it’s about 
their work. […] I think one has to be very, very wary of tokenism. Of saying, oh we’re doing 
this because… well, we’re not. We’re doing a solo show with Joseph Bertiers, and he’s made 
these works. And here they are. We think they’re really good. What else do you expect? I 
mean, nobody who comes in to see this exhibition needs me to tell them it’s incredibly 
political. […] People come in and go, oh right. And then they engage with those issues 
through the work. Not because I’m saying, blah blah blah. [FM, 2011] 
 
In Fred’s remarks, we can see parallels with the debates discussed earlier regarding 
the contextualisation of work, and the argument that ‘special treatment’ is 
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inappropriate if African art and artists are to be understood as simply part of the art 
world and not cordoned off into a space of exception. While Fred attempts to achieve 
this by treating all his artists the same, whether they are African or not, at culturally-
specific institutions, this problem has arguably been partly solved already, or at least 
displaced to the level of the whole institution as opposed to individual curatorial 
decisions or relationships within the institution. Naomi Beckwith made this point in 
relation to her work at the Studio Museum in Harlem, stating that as a curator, she 
focuses on reading artists’ work and practice instead of worrying about their ‘African-
ness’ or lack thereof: 
 
Since we only show artists who are of black descent, we already have this kind of parameter 
that marks them out biographically. So what’s really interesting about that is that we just 
never turn to biography, as an explanation for the work. So for instance, you’ve probably read 
Lynette’s [Yiadom-Boakye] wall text already, but if you look at it carefully, we’ll say 
biographical things like we would for any artist, like, born, raised, educated, got their MFA on 
this date – but we don’t read her African-ness, or British-ness, onto the work. 
 
As an explanation of her. 
 
Never. I would never do that, period. Unless, of course, the work asks for it. So there are some 
artists who are really thinking about deeply personal things, domestic sphere, and so on. But 
once again, you can use that as a factual basis, but still have to kind of talk about what kind of 
art history allows for this kind of practice. So yeah, we defer to the object, and the art practice, 
more so that we’ll ever defer to a kind of regionalism, or biography. [NB, 2010] 
 
Despite their differences in emphasis, then, both Naomi and Fred stressed the 
importance of working with artists from Africa and its diaspora in the same way as 
they would any artist from anywhere. The difference arguably lies in the way in 
which lines of equality are drawn: in Fred’s case, he provides a platform that is 
culturally/racially neutral, against a wider context which he regards as unequal and 
unfavourable to African artists; in Naomi’s case, her museum forms one culturally-
specific platform within a wider matrix of other art institutions, which it considers its 
equals. Both aim to create situations where the artist’s work stands on its own merit, 
and is connected to African contexts where this is appropriate, but by virtue of the 
work itself, rather than through the person of the artist and any presumed ‘African-
ness’.  
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Artists and identity 
 
As much of the discussion so far has shown, artists and their identities are at the heart 
of many of the debates and tensions surrounding the position of contemporary African 
art within the international contemporary art world. In this third part of chapter six, I 
explore in greater depth the ways in which artists, curators and other arts professionals 
work together to negotiate ‘African identities’, turning more explicitly to questions 
around the idea of an artist as a person who ‘comes from’ somewhere, and the 
significance of this for decisions around the presentation of their work. In the first 
section, I focus on the question of how ‘African-ness’ is determined in relation to 
diaspora artists, and in the second, I consider the idea of ‘being an African artist’ 
more generally. 
 
 
Diaspora artists 
 
Globalisation in and beyond the art world has resulted in an ever-expanding 
multiplicity of interconnections and movements between places; yet as chapter two 
noted, despite recent attempts to engage in discussions of ‘global art histories’, much 
art history has arguably ‘remained vague about the possible linkages among various 
national locations for the making, display and remembrance of art’.12 In chapters four 
and five, we saw that international migration combined with the increasing ease of 
communication across large distances has meant that the geographies of location 
within the field of contemporary African art have become ever more intricate. 
Accordingly, diaspora artists have become a crucial part of the African art world, and 
the labels ‘Africa’ and ‘African’ have arguably become more unfixed, complex and 
mobile. An artist’s place of birth, family background, skin colour and place of work 
or residence – as well as an art work’s form, content and aesthetic – are no longer (if 
                                                
12 Wainwright, Timed Out, p. 3. 
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they ever were) necessarily reliable indicators of ‘African-ness’. The question of 
deciding who is ‘African enough’ can thus be a problem for anybody working under 
the self-proclaimed banner of ‘African art’, and approaches to dealing with this are 
revealing of the geographical imaginations underlying activity in the field. 
 
Chili Hawes of October Gallery suggested that the mobility of many successful artists 
makes it inappropriate to present them as ‘African artists’, even if they were born and 
are primarily based in Africa, but also hinted at the confusion this can cause: 
 
We would never advertise our artists El Anatsui or Romuald Hazoumè, as being African 
artists now. […] We would certainly say in their publicity material, yes, he was born in 
Ghana, born in Benin. But it wouldn’t be ‘El Anatsui, artist from Africa’. It’s just not true any 
more. He’s travelled too much to… […] I know we do work a lot with artists now who don’t 
live in their home country, like Rachid Koraïchi, from Algeria, who lives in Paris […]. But we 
still do work with Romuald who lives in Benin still, and El, who works in Nigeria but is from 
Ghana. What I’m just trying to understand, in my own mind, [is] what… the difference is. I 
guess… Romuald lives in Porto Novo, he’s surrounded by his culture every day. Whereas 
Rachid Koraïchi, who is from Algeria, travels all the time, between Paris, Tunisia, and Syria, 
so he basically… all these guys travel. 
 
I guess that’s part of being an international artist. 
 
Yes, it is. [CH, 2010] 
 
Interestingly, Chili says that it would be untrue to call an artist like El Anatsui an 
‘artist from Africa’, since he has travelled too widely; does this mean that had he 
stayed in West Africa and never travelled, such a label would be true? The suggestion 
here seems to be that global connections and experiences make artists somehow less 
‘African’ and more ‘international’, the two perhaps being mutually exclusive.  As I 
discuss further in the next chapter, the relationship between the ‘African’ and the 
‘international’, and the question of whether and how they overlap, is often contested. 
 
Like Chili, curator Christine Takengny suggested that one of the main reasons for a 
shift away from using an ‘African’ label for artists and their work has been the 
growing recognition that artists are increasingly rarely attached to just one place. For 
her, though, it is less a question of inclusive/exclusive labels, and more of the growing 
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complexity of transnational connections, and the fact that artists’ work often speaks of 
the connections that arise between places: 
 
I think [curatorial practice] has changed because people live all over the world. And it’s very 
hard to categorise them. I think Africa is one of the most diverse continents, alone in 
Cameroon you have 250 cultures and 250 languages. […] I mean, it’s not that easy to 
categorise artists, especially if they studied let’s say in Europe. I think it’s more interesting to 
look at this transnational idea. And I think also in globalization, it’s very difficult to say, this 
is African, and this is not African art. So I feel, it’s too generalising. And I think curators, 
hopefully some of them, have realised that. [CT, 2010] 
 
Nevertheless, as our conversation continued, there is still a seemingly irresistible 
tendency to fall back on vague geographic and cultural generalisations when it comes 
to presenting artists from ‘other’ backgrounds to Western audiences, even if those 
artists live in diaspora and have a multiplicity of ties with different places: 
 
Do you think there is still work to be done, then? 
 
Yes, I think so, yes. Definitely. I think the problem is that artists [are] always expected to do 
something that has to do with their cultural background. And this doesn’t happen so much to 
European, or US American, or Western artists. So if you live here for forty years, and you 
happen to come from Africa, or even your parents [do], and it’s almost expected from you to 
do something about your cultural background. Or something about postcolonial questions. 
And you can’t just do whatever you want to. And I think that’s a problem. [CT, 2010] 
 
Christine suggested that there can be pressure on artists to make or do ‘something 
about their cultural background’ – which in this case often means ‘something 
recognisably “African”’ – but as some of my other interviewees indicated, it is not 
simply what the artist does that is important: it is also often the artist’s own skin 
colour, place of birth and biography, and the assumptions that are made about them on 
that basis. Despite the efforts of some curators to look beyond such issues – as we saw 
in the previous section, for instance – most of my respondents agreed that they are 
still a pervasive problem. At the same time, as Roger Malbert’s earlier comments 
showed, curators and other arts organisers must be aware of their own positionality 
and careful to avoid making choices or demands that could be construed as racist, 
discriminatory or insensitive.  
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Some of my interviewees explained how they overcome these problems in relation to 
diaspora artists by developing their own criteria. Roger Malbert described this process 
in relation to Africa Remix: 
 
Were we going to include African-Americans, for example, or the diaspora – was [Africa 
Remix] going to include Jamaican artists, or Aubrey Williams, or somebody? No, it wouldn’t.  
 
How did you decide that? 
 
Well, it would be shapeless, it would be too broad. […] Where was [Africa Remix] going to 
begin and end? It was not going to include people who were born and brought up in the 
diaspora. So there would have to be some simple principle, like people who had spent a 
sufficiently formative period of their lives in Africa, had had the experience of living in 
Africa, even if they were now living in America or the Caribbean, because we did also agree 
that we would include the diaspora on those terms, that we would include African artists who 
were living in New York, or Brussels, or Paris. So that was kind of fairly easy to agree about, 
and I still think that that’s kind of right, because people move around […] and artists [do] 
more than anybody else, and any African artist who has got a sort of international perspective 
is quite likely to leave Africa, where the resources are really small. […] It’s quite natural that 
they should be living outside Africa. [RM, 2010]13 
 
When choosing the artists represented by his Contemporary African Art Gallery in 
New York, Bill Karg considers their place of birth and life experience in Africa to be 
important criteria, although he too works with artists now based outside the continent: 
 
I had to develop my own definition of what my meets and bounds would be. Because I have a 
proclivity for things that are abstract – I do anyway, but I also […] deliberately stay away 
from anything that can be deemed curio art, or airport art – so you know, as people walk 
through, and they say ‘well, I sort of like this, but what makes it African?’, I got that 
frequently, and still do, occasionally – I had to develop a definition of for me, what was the 
threshold of art I would show. And the threshold I have is, the artist must be born in Africa. 
                                                
13 Roger compared his approach to the approach taken by the curators of the Tate Liverpool exhibition 
Afromodern, which he described as ‘pretty tenuous in its thesis’. He continued: ‘It was veering about 
from the Harlem Renaissance to the Negritude movement, a little bit of Senegalese painting of the kind 
of 50s and 60s, and then lurching… The connections were purely of skin colour, as far as I can see’. 
[RM, 2010]. Afromodern: Journeys Through the Black Atlantic took place at Tate Liverpool, 29th  
January – 25th April 2010. See also Afromodern: Journeys Through the Black Atlantic, ed. by Tanya 
Barson and Peter Gorschlüter (Liverpool: Tate Liverpool, 2010). 
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They no longer have to live there – many do, many don’t. And perhaps most importantly, they 
have to draw on Africa for their inspiration. Now, it’s sometimes evident in the work, and 
sometimes more evident in the conversation – that’s the beauty of working with contemporary 
living artists. If those two elements are in place, and of course the third one, I have to like it! 
[…] So having met that threshold, I feel quite confident about being enthusiastic about the 
integrity of the work, and my enthusiasm for it. [BK, 2010] 
 
Interestingly, Bill connects his attempts to surprise his clients by using abstract art to 
challenge their assumptions about Africa with his artist selection criteria, revealing 
how closely tied individual artists’ identities and biographies often are to imaginations 
of the continent as a whole. I turn to these kinds of ‘nested’ geographies and questions 
of scale in greater detail in the next chapter, where I explore the contested 
relationships between individual artists and spaces ranging from the local to the 
global.   
 
While Roger and Bill took a fairly assertive attitude to the diaspora issue, for others, it 
was much more important for artists themselves to determine whether or not they 
were ‘African’ or part of the ‘African diaspora’, and if so, what that meant.14 In this 
context, the ‘African diaspora’ emerges as a group associated with notions of ancestry 
and descent, and often intertwined with notions of ‘blackness’. For instance, the 
Studio Museum in Harlem defines its remit around the unifying factor of self-
identification with black descent, as Naomi Beckwith explained: 
 
[The Studio Museum] was founded on two principles. That it would advance the work of 
black artists, and at that time, it primarily meant black American artists, though the mission 
has grown since then to include anyone who identifies with black descent, globally. Though 
even having said that, […] at the time it was founded, in general in black communities, there 
was a focus on pan-Africanism. So it was thinking about black, US black connections to the 
continent, and abroad. […] So there is this long sense of really thinking globally about the 
black diaspora here. [NB, 2010, my emphasis] 
 
                                                
14 Interestingly, debates over whether or not to include diaspora artists in the field of contemporary 
African art are far more prominent than debates over whether to include white artists (like Jane 
Alexander and William Kentridge, for example). As suggested earlier, this may reflect sensitivities 
around the ‘politically correct’ foregrounding of skin colour; it may also suggest that sensitivities over 
skin colour and ‘race’ have been superseded by more geopolitical concerns about the relative privilege 
of those located in the West (whatever their skin colour) compared with those located in Africa. 
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While Naomi focuses on communities around the world, for scholar and curator Paul 
Goodwin, on the other hand, blackness is perhaps more explicitly tied to Africa as a 
place, and black people from all parts of the globe are united by a claim to an African 
identity that ties back to the continent: 
 
What is an African artist? One of the things that I’m interested in […] is the relationship of 
Africa to the diaspora. […] There are a number of artists of African origin who were born in 
Africa or are of continental African parentage, who live abroad, and who would be part of the 
African diaspora. Then there are also people like me, who was born in London to Jamaican 
parents of African descent. And I feel personally, my own identity, I feel myself to be part of 
the African diaspora. So the definitions of contemporary African art, and contemporary 
African artists, and how they incorporate – or not – the diaspora, for me is an interesting 
question that needs more exploration. [In the literature] the diaspora tends to be put in the 
realm of ‘Black art’, or African-American art. Or even Afro-modern. One of my interests in 
this whole area is to try and tease out those differences, and also the similarities, and to try and 
broaden the scope of what would be considered to be contemporary African art. Because I 
think Africa is global, I think Africa is not just a geography, it’s a space – it’s an idea. And I 
think it’s global, and I think the diaspora is very much part of that. But not everyone agrees 
with that. [PG, 2010] 
 
Paul’s statement that Africa is ‘not just a geography’ is reminiscent of some of the 
limitations of art discourse that chapter two identified, whereby critical approaches to 
spatiality within academic geography have not been fully explored. However, his 
emphasis on the importance of Africa as an ‘idea’ when addressing the question of 
diaspora reveals his understanding that the role of imaginative geographies in 
unravelling diasporic identities cannot be underestimated. Curatorial decisions about 
how and whether to work with disapora artists thus hinge to a significant degree on 
conceptions of Africa and its relationship, through people, to other places. Paul’s 
expanded view of ‘African-ness’ rests on his understanding of its historical roots in 
the work of pan-Africanists, which I also discussed in chapter two; as he continued, 
the idea of ‘blackness’, by contrast, problematically erases the idea of Africa as a 
geographical home: 
 
It’s the [question of] the instability of the word ‘black’, and the idea of ‘black’ […] black is a 
colour. And sometimes it’s a way of kind of saying, or removing, the fact that actually many 
of us come from African roots. Not purely African – I can’t claim to have… obviously I’ve 
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got European roots as well, hence my name, hence, you know, I’ve got people in my family 
who are very light-skinned, etc. That’s just a Caribbean reality, that’s what happened during 
the slave trade. But, having said that, I know that I can trace many of my ancestors to Africa. 
So I would consider myself to be African, at some level. [PG, 2010] 
 
For Paul, then, diaspora should be understood in terms of geographical connections in 
addition to (or even more than) skin colour, and is a broadly inclusive category. 
Taking this idea further, Joy Onyejiake of London’s Brunei Gallery proposed a 
broadly inclusive ‘African-ness’ which is about using Africa as an inspiration, 
regardless of the colour, background or location of the artist concerned: 
 
So the artists that you feature here, are they artists who are necessarily based in or from 
Africa, Asia, the Middle East? Or are they artists whose work is about that area, but not from 
there? 
 
It varies. Both. […] If you’re a student and you’re studying at a design school in Paris, does 
that make your work non-African, and vice versa? Or somebody who’s a European person and 
is now working in the Gambia, and is really inspired by it, and they want to call their work 
African. So it’s that kind of weird juxtaposition. Yeah, you’re all African, because of the 
influences, or whatever. […] And some people might look in the [exhibition] catalogue and 
see lots of white faces, and go, oh! But in fact it’s the inspiration. [JO, 2010] 
 
Joy was optimistic about the potential for openness and self-identification within 
‘African-ness’, but the extent to which this is achievable may rest on the balance of 
power between curators and artists. As Eline van der Vlist suggests, even when 
curators nominally leave questions of identity, affiliation and definition to the artists 
concerned, decisions about inclusion and exclusion in exhibitions are often at least 
partly in the curators’ hands: 
 
Different curators include the diaspora, others don’t. I mean, is a diaspora artist who’s grown 
up in the States – is he still African? Am I to make that decision? If someone says they’re 
African, they’re African. Have I lost my Dutchness? I don’t know! It’s a discussion I don’t 
want to – I’m not the one making that decision, how someone identifies themselves. Because 
that could be for so many reasons. 
 
But the artists in general, do they get to make that decision, or is it made for them by other 
people?  
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Some do, yeah. I think that’s a combination, that depends. [EVDV, 2010] 
 
Chapter two’s discussion of the disagreement between Okwui Enwezor and Sylvester 
Okwunodu Ogbechie over the inclusion of (and focus on) diaspora artists showed that 
this issue forms the basis for far-reaching scholarly and curatorial debate, and as 
Eline’s final remark implies, it is especially contentious in the light of the growth in 
curatorial influence. Control over identification with ‘African-ness’ may form the 
principle point of tension, but for those who were more critical of the inclusion of 
diaspora artists in ‘African’ exhibitions and institutions, their concerns often turned on 
practical as much as conceptual concerns, revealing the interconnected nature of the 
material and imaginative geographies at play. As chapters four and five suggested, 
artists based outside the African continent often find it easier to access the art world 
infrastructure, and make their work available to wider audiences. As a result, they 
may become ‘the face’ of African art, despite not being based in the continent, a fact 
which some found troubling. For Museum for African Art curator Lisa Binder, for 
example, working with artists based on the continent is a challenge she feels is worth 
taking on, so as to overcome barriers and get high quality exposure for artists who are 
‘part of the continent’ as opposed to simply being connected with it through their 
diaspora identities: 
 
[I’m] quite proud that all of those artists in the [solo shows] coming up are artists who live and 
work in Africa, who may travel other places, or do travel, and may have a second home, but 
they’re very much still part of the continent. Of course, we’re dedicated to Africa and all that 
it is, and is to the people who are connected to it, so that includes the diaspora. I think we’re 
going to do [a show with] Radcliffe Bailey, an African-American artist, so the definition is 
really broad. But I’m really, really proud that it’s solo shows [from] artists who live in Africa, 
for the first run. […] In the past a lot of shows that have been done about contemporary artists 
from Africa or artists related to that, for example Chris Ofili, Yinka Shonibare, [and] this 
Africa angle gets played up, and these are artists who don’t live or work there. And it’s fine, 
I’m not denying their connection, but it’s more difficult to get objects out of and back into 
Africa, it’s more difficult to travel there. Things are just more difficult. And I pride myself on 
not being slowed down by it, those sort of barriers. [LB, 2010] 
 
As Lisa implies, her view on this issue is coloured by some of the material constraints 
discussed in chapter five; in a situation where access, transport, travel and 
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communication with and within the African continent are still complicated and often 
unreliable, for her, it is even more important to support and promote artists for whom 
Africa is an everyday reality, not simply an ‘angle’.  
 
Danda Jaroljmek of Nairobi’s Kuona Trust raised the related issue of the negative 
impact that diaspora artists can have indirectly on artists living in Africa, whose 
experiences and voices get squeezed out:  
 
I’m really interested to know how things look from the African side of things. 
 
Yeah, that’s important, because otherwise people tend to be sort of diaspora artists and so on, 
which always makes the artists in Africa quite cross! […] The Kenyan artists that represent 
Kenya internationally don’t live in Kenya. […] I think that happens everywhere, because 
[diaspora artists] obviously have exposure to so much more opportunity. [DJ, 2010]15 
 
Collector Robert Devereux expressed the same concern, noting the ‘brain drain’ effect 
that can occur if established artists leave and do not mentor younger artists: 
 
I quite understand about the importance of successful artists remaining at home, even though I 
recognise that they have every right not to and generally won’t. Which I think is a shame, 
because I think they can have an enormously powerful influence on the artistic community 
that they could or should – I don’t want to say should, but could be a part of. Particularly [the] 
successful ones, as role models. […] And if they all go off and live in Brussels or New York 
or London or wherever it may be, which of course as individuals you can completely 
understand why they do, and one would never criticise them for doing that. But it’s great 
when they don’t, because they can have a huge impact. [RD, 2010] 
 
As I discussed in the previous chapter, this disconnection between artists and art 
scenes in Africa and artists working in diaspora is hard to overcome, and power over 
the movement from one to the other is often in the hands of visiting curators, who 
may not always have the expertise or take the time to make informed decisions.  
 
 
                                                
15 Kenyan diaspora artists mentioned by Danda were Ingrid Mwangi, who is based in Germany, and 
Wangechi Mutu, who is based in the United States. As she said, ‘they’ve not been really part of the 
Kenyan art scene for a long time’ [DJ, 2010]. 
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Being an ‘African artist’ 
 
Beyond the issue of whether diaspora or hyper-mobile artists should be included in 
the category of ‘African artists’, a more fundamental question concerns whether the 
category or description ‘African artist’ (or indeed ‘African art’) should be used at all. 
As the preceding discussion suggests, for many artists and curators there are 
sensitivities around these terms, which are most perhaps acute when they are used to 
put individuals into a broader category. Ayo Adeyinka observed that there are once 
again many different and shifting views on this:  
 
Some do not like being promoted as an African artist, because they think it’s limiting, or 
putting them in some kind of box. Some adamantly, feverishly like the categorisation, because 
they think they’re African, and that’s what they’re about, and that’s where their inspiration 
comes from. And that is nearly fifty-fifty, across the board. And that changes with time as 
well – it depends what happens. When Africa won the [football] world cup, there were a lot 
more people coming around calling themselves African artists. […] Commission money was 
floating around too, to do pieces around South Africa. […] I don’t think it’s just me, I don’t 
think many people are going to be able to answer that question. Everybody has their own 
vision, their own ideas of Africa and what Africa means to them. [AA, 2011] 
 
In the previous section, we considered Chili Hawes’ doubts about referring to certain 
diaspora artists as ‘African artists’ on account of their international mobility and 
apparent rootlessness; but in a broader sense, Chili told me that October Gallery no 
longer uses ‘Africa’ as a way of promoting any of their artists, because, as Ayo noted, 
it risks ‘putting them in a box’: 
 
If you’re putting on a show by El Anatsui, for example, is the fact that he is from the African 
continent a significant factor in how you would go about publicising it? 
 
It certainly was. It was. But all of our artists, without question, without a doubt, do not want to 
be seen as African artists. They really hate it. Because then they’re stigmatised. And El 
Anatsui especially, Romuald Hazoumè especially, want to be seen as world artists. Which 
they are. Of course, we all have very strong ties to our own culture. I am American, I cannot 
ever escape the fact that I am American. Nor do I wish to. […] But I would hate to be known 
as ‘the American curator’, or ‘the American gallery owner’. It’s just not true. I don’t consider 
myself as identified with an American state. I’ve travelled too much, I’ve been living in so 
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many different cultures everywhere in the world, that I’ve moved on to, I’d like to be 
considered more a planetary citizen. [CH, 2010]  
 
Other interviewees – artists, curators and others – seconded the idea that some artists 
dislike being referred to as ‘African artists’. First, the kinds of assumptions and 
stereotypes discussed earlier can become attached to artists and their work in 
unhelpful, inaccurate and sometimes offensive ways, as John Picton suggested: 
 
I can see the problem, and it comes out of the primitivism and neo-primitivism [in] Magiciens 
de la Terre – that if you’re an African artist, what you ought to be doing is running around 
with a bone through your nose and wearing a sort of fantastic mask and making blood-
curdling noises, and stop trying to paint pictures. In that sense, yes, I wouldn’t want to be 
associated – that’s not my view of Africa. [JP, 2010] 
 
Second, even without the problem of explicitly derogatory clichés, in the same way 
that providing historical and/or geographic context for an art work does not 
necessarily highlight its most noteworthy features, geographical labels can have the 
effect of diminishing the importance of other factors that may be more relevant for 
engaging with an artist and their work. As Eline van der Vlist explained: 
 
I have another Egyptian friend who is now based in Basel. He refuses to be shown in any 
show that will identify him as a Middle Eastern artist, or an African artist. He doesn’t want to 
be part of that, he doesn’t want to be pigeon-holed like that. 
 
Why? 
 
I think he thinks that he’s then not taken seriously enough for the work [to be seen] at face 
value. It’s really hard. Because you can’t… you know, you can’t deny his identity either. And 
I find identity, the word, and the whole concept for shows, it’s old fashioned, and it means 
nothing. When someone says ‘I work with identity’, I mean I just click off. I don’t know what 
to do with that. It’s… it’s much more complex [and] individual than [that]; so many things 
that form us, that shape us. [EVDV, 2010] 
 
For some artists and curators, then, ‘African identity’ is simply not something that 
holds significant interest, at least in any straightforward way. As Christine of NMAfA 
said, 
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The whole notion of an African identity is something that many artists are not particularly 
interested in. You know, they’re artists first, Ghanaian or Nigerian second, maybe African 
third. They don’t really – I mean, what does that really mean, ‘African artist’? Nothing, really, 
except sort of a continent – I suppose we could refer to someone as an American artist, you 
know, when you’re sort of doing a gloss. But you know, most people feel a little more specific 
about their identity than that. If you were constantly only referred to as an American artist, 
American artist, you’d sort of get a little annoyed – what about just a great artist, here? [CK, 
2010] 
 
New York gallerist Skoto Aghahowa also emphasised the average artist’s lack of 
interest in such matters: 
 
I don’t think they wake up every morning trying to deal with those issues! They’re just artists! 
You understand what I’m saying? […] These are individuals doing [sic] their own experience. 
[…] They try to bring the politics and the reality of everyday life into the practice. [They] are 
really trying to dig out the circumstances and relate it to the general audience. [SA, 2010] 
 
Skoto’s comments highlight the sometimes nonsensical insistence on ‘African-ness’, 
which is often beside the point when trying to engage with and understand an artist’s 
work. Artist Sokari Douglas Camp made a similar argument in relation to Africa 
Remix, which she did not participate in but observed with interest: 
 
I didn’t know what it was about. It was just a lot of artists that are quite well internationally 
known – was there a concept? Some of them were black, some of them were white. Some of 
them were from Africa, and some weren’t. It was quite strange. The ultimate thing for me was 
a symposium that they had at the British Museum, and they had an Egyptian artist on the 
podium, and they had a French-speaking artist from Cameroon, and a white South African 
artist, and a Yoruba photographer – I don’t know whether they had anyone from East Africa 
on the podium as well, but there were, you know, a variety of colour on the podium. And they 
were trying to explain the show, and who they were, and how they fitted together as Africans, 
and it was just really funny. […] When you looked at all these people, people were trying to 
say, well, what is the Africa bit? To all of you. And they weren’t sure. Apart from some of 
them were black. But they decided that maybe it wasn’t so much ‘Africa’, as people of the 
world. And you thought, blimey! Oh god. Anyway. I don’t know. It’s quite funny. [SDC, 
2010] 
 
On a personal level, Sokari found the persistent focus on identity as framed by skin 
colour or ‘African-ness’ – even in situations like the BM event, where the issue was 
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supposed to be critiqued or at least deconstructed – to be a frustrating and at times 
offensive distraction from the everyday business of making work as an artist: 
 
It’s that Franz Fanon conversation – what kind of thinker do you think I am, and do you think 
I’m any different from you? Even though my skin is black. That conversation. And none of 
that had occurred to me, because basically I was brought up in Devon, and got into art school, 
not because I was an African artist, but because I was a promising student. […] So this 
segregation thing, I see it as a segregation thing, started coming up in art. […] I do my work, 
concentrating on Nigeria, which I don’t know that well, because there’s over 300 languages in 
Nigeria, but you know, my little group, I concentrate on, because my siblings are there, and 
what happens to them, you get shocked or surprised by, and you react to, and it affects me, it 
affects my kids. I don’t know, you just try for ordinary life, don’t you. [SDC, 2010] 
 
As Sokari points out, then, even though artists may wish simply to explore their own 
everyday realities, they often find themselves being asked to engage with wider 
identity issues nonetheless.16 Looking back to my discussion of the events around the 
Ife exhibition in chapter four, it is clear that the British Museum and many other 
institutions are engaged in an ongoing struggle to reconcile the reality of the diversity 
of ‘African artists’ (and these artists’ right to remain indifferent to such issues) with 
their well-meaning desire to address and challenge perceptions of ‘Africa’.  
 
This indifference, or the idea of ‘refusal’ that Eline raises above, is one response to 
the problem which is increasingly deployed by artists frustrated by the circularity of 
the debate around ‘African-ness’, and is worth exploring here in a little more detail. A 
lack of engagement on the part of artists with questions of identity, ‘African-ness’ and 
so on can be a helpful tactic in circumventing some of the expectations and limitations 
of fitting into the ‘African artist’ box. Interestingly, this can apply equally to white 
South African artists, for whom there are a particular set of expectations which can 
prove claustrophobic. In chapter four, we saw that for Bridget Baker, the power of the 
commercial galleries in South Africa has resulted in an extremely limiting view of 
what South African art ought to be about. She argued that the commercial push for 
specific kinds of marketable political art – particularly work dealing with cultural 
politics and postcolonial issues in South Africa – has left artists working with 
                                                
16 This problem was not lost on me during my interview with Sokari, as I became aware that I was, 
once again, asking her to comment on ‘African-ness’.  
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different ideas stranded outside the art establishment. As Bridget continued, she feels 
very strongly that her practice is rooted in her South African background, but like 
Sokari, she suggests that exploring this in her work is more of a personal matter, 
rather than evidence of participation in some wider sense of ‘South African-ness’: 
 
Actually coming from somewhere has become more and more important to me. I think when 
we were growing up in this town called East London […] we didn’t ask enough questions 
[about apartheid]. [It] kind of wasn’t allowed. I often think about that, because there’s a lot of 
guilt that one feels because of it. […] So you can only somehow impact on your present. And 
keep on questioning. And I think that’s why I make the diverse media type of work that I do – 
because I don’t want to get stuck. […] It’s always very personal. […] There’s always this 
question that curators ask, or people ask when they look at work, where the artist is from 
South Africa. I mean, in life, one should actually be able to say your name, and you don’t 
have to say where you’re from. I’ve always been quite anti having to say where you’re from, 
because it creates expectation […] from outside. Actually, now that expectation is more heavy 
from inside our country. So if you’re South African, it’s like you have to prove you are. [BB, 
2010] 
 
Johan Thom also objected to expectations of ‘South African-ness’ and ‘African-ness’ 
more generally, explaining that he tends to ‘opt out’ of such exhibitions and projects. 
However, he also acknowledged that a policy of ‘refusal’ can sometimes prompt 
personal struggles and feelings of anger and frustration:  
 
You can go and look on all the books on African art – I’m not in there. That’s it. […] I don’t 
make works that you can look at and say, this comes from Africa. That’s just not my thing. 
[…] Being silent I think can work, but it takes a lot – it’s like how I feel about the whole 
Africa thing. Every now and then I get angry about it, and I think, well, I keep on exhibiting, 
[…] I haven’t just made a small little group of people in South Africa that support me, I’m not 
on the fashionable shows, and yet I keep getting opportunities. […] And it’s not that I’m 
complaining, or that I would like to be included in [African shows]. In actual fact, I think to 
myself – what exactly are they showing on those shows? And would I want to associate with 
the things that are being shown? Because that’s a really interesting question. If you can have 
an exhibition about African art that has nothing whatsoever to do about Africa, then I say, 
that’s a good place to exhibit. If it’s a geographical grouping, great. But don’t tell me that 
African artists are this or that. [JT, 2010]  
 
From his current base in London, Johan has focused on penetrating art world 
networks entirely disconnected from the field of contemporary African art, which to 
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him are preferable as they are focused entirely on his work rather than his supposed 
identity as a South African artist: 
 
I realised that getting interest from a gallerist […] or from curators [would be difficult] – 
number one, I don’t produce African artworks, so nobody’s going to be interested in that, I’m 
just another white South African that’s ‘not dealing with their country’! Which I enjoy! […] 
[In] Slovenia, I’ve got a show, and they’ve strangely offered me a huge commission for 2012, 
so it’s things like this that interest me. Because I don’t see that there’s any logistical reason 
why anyone in Slovenia would be interested in a South African artist, and clearly, their 
interest in me is not based on the notion that I’m from South Africa. […] They’re interested in 
the work, and they want to have it for this festival, so that for me is better.  [JT, 2010] 
 
Simply refusing to engage is, however, perhaps not a strategy which is feasible for all 
artists, an issue which echoes the different experiences and opportunities of black and 
white curators that I discussed earlier.17 When I asked Roger Malbert about how 
artists responded to the name and concept of Africa Remix, he told me that a couple of 
the artists formally objected to the concept behind the show in writing, but still 
participated anyway: 
 
Hassan Musa sent us [a statement] which is a very eloquent – he is an African artist, he’s a 
North African artist living in France, and he is one of those who said look, I’m so tired of 
being described as an African artist. Actually he did take part in the show. 
 
What changed his mind? 
 
Well no, he just expressed his view. He said alright – but he was quite polemical, and he wrote 
an eloquent statement. […] And there’s a statement that doesn’t appear here in this catalogue 
that was in the exhibition, by Dilomprizulike, who is a Nigerian artist, which also says 
something in words about an African artist. So I guess that was another level, if you take 
artists and just talk about the visual imagery, and there’s no level of intellectual, verbal 
exchange, then you’re kind of disempowering the artists… [RM, 2010] 
 
Roger’s final remark here shows again the complexity of some of the curatorial 
decisions involved in this kind of project; as discussed earlier, how much context to 
provide regarding the work and the artists’ personal backgrounds and ideas is often a 
                                                
17 In future research, it would be interesting to compare in more depth the different experiences of 
black and white artists attempting to shake off the ‘South African’ and/or ‘African’ label. 
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contested matter. As our conversation continued, it became apparent that despite their 
misgivings, taking part in ‘African’ exhibitions may often be a strategic decision on 
the part of artists thinking about their wider career progression: 
 
What was the general response from the artists [to Africa Remix]? Were they positive? 
 
Yeah, I think so. I’m sure a lot of them had reservations about it, you know, whether they 
really wanted to be in an African exhibition, necessarily, and that whole question of what 
happens next. Which of these artists is then going to get a one-man or one-woman show on 
their own terms in one of these major museums? [RM, 2010] 
 
Several others also emphasised this strategic, long-term approach as an important 
factor guiding artists’ involvement in ‘African shows’ that they might in some ways 
object to, but which provide valuable opportunities. Karen Milbourne made a helpful 
distinction between artists at different stages in their career: 
 
The lesser-known artists are happy to get exposure. The better-known artists start to get more 
annoyed that they have to be labelled ‘African’ – there’s also something I would say of a 
tension because, you know, artists want to be in single-artist shows. They want to be in an art 
exhibition that’s about their work, [but] curators might be working with a topic. […] I’ve 
never met an artist who wasn’t practical and said, you know, if you want to call me African, 
call me African. I’ve worked with plenty of artists whose works have been in British shows, 
African shows, Italian shows, Dutch shows, you know, they will take whatever nationality – 
Arabic, you know, whatever you want to call them, if you put their work up and travel it, 
they’re going to agree. Because that’s the power dynamic. [KM, 2010] 
 
This ‘power dynamic’ has emerged throughout this discussion, and I explore its 
geographical dimensions further in the concluding chapters of the thesis, but here it is 
worth emphasising the personal costs and resentment it can create for artists tied up in 
it against their will. Sokari Douglas Camp was unequivocal in her response: 
 
So what happens when, for instance, someone invites you to participate in something that is 
about this concept of art that’s from Africa. 
 
You actually want to tell them to fuck off! But it’s the thing that keeps you fed. Yeah. It will 
invite you to the next show. And you sit back, and you look at the situation, and you just 
think, this is quite shitty, and quite racist, and you do want another conversation, but it’s just 
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not going to happen. […] And what are you going to do? Not participate? You need to go in 
there and say hey, well, actually, I see it like this. And hope that someone hears. That’s the 
state of things. [SDC, 2010] 
 
In contrast to Sokari’s pessimism and anger, however, others were more ambivalent, 
suggesting that existing power relationships are something that can sometimes be 
worked around, or even critically engaged with. Artist Nnenna Okore expressed 
reservations about the ‘African’ label, stating that she had had second thoughts about 
referring to herself as a ‘contemporary African artist’ on her website because she 
‘didn’t like the way it sounded’ and she did not want to be ‘put in a box’ [NO, 2010]. 
However, she also affirmed her position as an ‘African artist’ and took a phlegmatic 
view of the art world’s reductive labelling: 
 
For me, it’s a very personal issue, and I don’t take offence being called an African artist. I’m 
African, for goodness’ sake! I’m not going to deny that. And while I feel like I want to be 
operating on a more global scale as opposed to being boxed into some kind of nomenclature, 
or grouping, African art. But I feel like it’s who I am. You can’t take that away, no matter how 
I try to. It reflects on the way I speak, it reflects on the way I think, it reflects on the way I 
make work. So I can’t exonerate [sic] myself from that. […] I know in grad school I struggled 
a lot with how to define myself. Everyone was Caucasian, everyone had American sensibility, 
and was very experimental in their thing. And I’m coming from a continent where I guess it’s 
always been about process, and always about cultural connections, and so most of my works 
were always going in that direction. And there was no way I could explain myself without 
defining who I was. So at some point, I said, you know, I’m going to stop trying to be 
somebody else. This is who I am. This is where I’m coming from. So I don’t try any more. If 
somebody calls me African, I take it, yes, I am African. And you could call me a 
contemporary African artist, that’s fine, you can call me a regular artist, that’s fine, I could 
belong anywhere. Because that’s who I am! So I don’t really take it personally.  [NO, 2010] 
 
Nnenna’s sense of ‘African-ness’ here rests on an understanding of her own identity 
as something that is defined by the tensions between rootedness and connectedness, 
but also by her experiences of living and working in a professional environment in the 
US where artists are called upon to ‘explain themselves’. For her, coming to terms 
with this situation seems to have involved stepping back and letting people interpret 
her and her work in various ways, without allowing it to affect her too much.  
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For others, meanwhile, a more active response is required. Drawing on his familiarity 
with postcolonial critiques, artist and scholar Smooth Nzewi tackles such issues by 
self-consciously putting on, and taking off, what he calls the ‘cloak of difference’: 
 
When you say ‘he’s an African artist’, it creates a blanket category that anonymises the artist. 
And that’s why I understand why some artists say, ‘I’m an artist’. […] But what I do as a 
scholar is [argue] that postcolonial scholarship has framing devices in which they sort of 
frame artists or writers without seeking to understand how the writer or the artist understands 
himself, or herself. So I speak to artists, and I try to understand how they understand 
themselves. […] So when I say the contemporary African artist, or the postcolonial subject, 
processes being in the world, it is based on the multiple cultural references which he draws 
upon. […] People continue to role play. And this is what artists do. So when it suits [Olu] 
Oguibe, he’s an African artist. He puts on that cloak of difference, because it serves a political 
agenda for him. And then when it compromises another agenda, he says no, I’m an artist. […] 
One needs to understand how people switch, the sort of caps people wear, and how the caps 
they wear depends on the context in which they find themselves. [USN, 2010]18 
 
As Smooth concludes, a self-aware, critical and creative engagement with the many 
different facets of ‘African identity’ can be a powerful source of identification in 
different geographical and cultural contexts:  
 
I’ll never reject the fact that I’m from Nigeria, I’m a Nigerian artist, I’m an Ibo artist, I’m an 
African artist, I’m also an artist of the world, I’m a cosmopolitan citizen. […] Again, because 
I went to Nsukka [University], when you look at my work, I work with uli, I work with 
nsibide, but I tend to make that language legible, you know, to people based on some of the 
things I understand by virtue of moving around. And so when I speak to an American 
audience, I try to make them understand where I’m coming from in my art, and so I do a 
different kind of art. And for instance if I’m giving an artist talk in Nigeria, my talk will be 
very specific to the Nigerian audience. And that is what every artist does, it’s always role 
playing. You tell your message to suit whatever audience you find yourself in the context of. 
[USN, 2010] 
 
                                                
18 Although he did not say so explicitly, Smooth is perhaps drawing here on the concept of ‘strategic 
essentialism’ originally proposed by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, whereby those in marginalised 
positions may articulate an essential (and temporary) ‘otherness’ in order to develop a political position 
from which to speak. See Gayatri Chakravorty  Spivak, The Post-Colonial Critic (London: Routledge, 
1990). 
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As Smooth explains, for many artists, the answer to the question of ‘where they’re 
coming from’ varies depending on where the question is being asked; in this sense, 
artists’ self-presentation strategies vary according to their own personal geographies 
and movements within different spheres of activity.  
 
 
* 
 
 
This chapter has examined how curators, artists and others negotiate ‘African-ness’ in 
the field of contemporary African art, around a range of different issues and from a 
variety of positions. Building on earlier chapters, the discussion has examined how 
the ‘idea of Africa’ is addressed through curatorial practice, the complex and at times 
contradictory debates around how best to understand, interpret, and present 
contemporary African art in the light of Western audiences’ preconceptions, and the 
commitment of many in the art world to challenging these preconceptions. I have also 
explored the heated and at times extremely personal debates over identity, who gets to 
decide who is an African artist, how such decisions are made, and in whose interests.  
 
Questions of geography have threaded through the discussion in various ways. We 
have seen how imaginative geographies of Africa can become intertwined with more 
material concerns about access, mobility and resources, particularly through the 
question of diaspora artists and their influence in the field. We have also seen how the 
geographical contextualisation of art and artists – noting or contesting their ‘African-
ness’ in different ways – is often problematic, thanks largely to the conflicted 
imaginative geographies of the continent, but also as a result of geographical 
imaginations that can tend to rely on static or bounded notions of place. In the next 
chapter, I turn to such matters more explicitly through a discussion of how 
geographical knowledge is negotiated within the field of contemporary African art. 
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Chapter Seven 
 
‘Controlling what you know’:  
geography, knowledge and  
contemporary African art 
 
 
I’m really interested in contemporary art that looks at socio-political questions, basically. No 
matter where it’s from. As long as it’s interesting. And I mean I’m really interested in the 
same questions as you. How is it included in the Western art circle? And why, and how? And 
the question is, I mean, is it really valuable, those categories, talking about African artists, 
talking about Cuban artists, talking about American artists. Is it something that nowadays… I 
mean, can we work with that? [CT, 2010] 
 
Christine Takengny raises the issue of geographical categories in the art world, and 
asks whether, in the current moment, we can ‘work with that’. As she suggests, her 
interests as an independent curator intersect closely with mine as an academic 
geographer; yet the geographies of how contemporary art from Africa is incorporated 
into the ‘Western art circle’ have remained largely unexamined in both the art world 
and in cultural geography. Christine’s questions hint at the central concerns of this 
project: how do geographical ideas and categories function within the field of 
contemporary African art, why do they persist despite doubts about their value, and 
how can we – as artists, curators, scholars – work with, against or alongside them?  
 
In the previous chapter, I focused especially on sensitivities over place-related 
stereotypes and how these can shape decisions about how to understand and present 
African identities. However, as I show in this chapter, contests over geography are 
more complex than simply the question of whether to identify oneself as an ‘African 
artist’; in particular, questions of scale and conceptualisations of ‘the international’ 
weave through debates around contemporary African in art ways that highlight the 
fundamentally geographical nature of the conversations taking place. First, I look 
again at the idea of the ‘African’ label or category, expanding on the artist-focused 
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discussion of the previous chapter to look more broadly at exhibitions and African 
‘mega-shows’. Next, I reconsider terminology and categorisation more broadly within 
contemporary African art discourse, drawing out the contested geographies and 
histories at stake. In the light of this, in the third part I consider how these issues are 
worked through in practice by examining some of the naming strategies adopted by 
individuals and institutions working with contemporary art from Africa. The fourth 
part of the chapter picks up threads from throughout the thesis to look at the tension 
between geographical simplicity and complexity in the contemporary African art 
world, tracing contested geographies by focusing on questions of scale and 
geographical specificity. Finally, I explore debates over the ‘international’ by looking 
at the distinctions, connections and relationships between Africa and other places, and 
shifting conceptions of what Africa might mean in a global and networked world, as 
they are played out in the field of contemporary art.  
 
 
Geography and the mega-show 
 
In chapter two, we saw that in the contemporary art world, ‘geography’ often simply 
refers to location, and if a ‘geographical’ approach or framework is employed (in 
relation to an exhibition, for instance) it is generally assumed to delimit the location 
and spatial reach of the project. By contrast, in chapter four, I noted a shift in 
curatorial practice away from region-specific shows to more thematic ones, as 
exemplified by London’s shifting contemporary African art landscape. As Christine 
Takengny recalled, 
 
I think in the 90s, it was very typical to have exhibitions of Cuban artists, Australian artists, 
African artists, but nowadays… you have to be really careful […] to have exhibitions that 
look at a specific topic. For example the show at Iniva looks at maps, which is quite a 
universal topic. [I] have two artists with an African background participating, but at the same 
time I have an artist from the Netherlands. [It asks] a question, I think that’s what’s 
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interesting. I think nowadays, if you make an exhibition [of] African art, I mean you always 
have to have kind of a question behind it. [CT, 2010]1 
 
I return to the idea of the ‘question’ behind curatorial projects in the next section, but 
here, I want to focus on the shift from the geographically-specific to the thematic, and 
consider what this tells us about the role of geographical knowledge within the field 
of contemporary African art. Some of the reasons for this shift can easily be deduced 
from chapter six, where we saw the increasingly problematic nature of simply 
applying the term ‘African’ to individual artists; but negotiations over located 
identities, while important, do not give a full explanation of the role that geography 
plays within the field. In this section, I build on this discussion with reference to the 
opportunities and challenges presented by geographically-defined blockbuster 
exhibitions, or ‘mega-shows’, drawing in particular on the example of Africa Remix. 
If chapter six explored attempts to present a new, positive image of Africa, here, I 
want to focus on the related issue of presenting Africa as a category per se; in doing 
so, I begin to draw out a tension between struggles over imaginations of Africa 
(whether negative or positive), on the one hand, and perceptions of the utility or 
shortcomings of geographical categorisation, on the other. 
 
The merits of African blockbuster exhibitions have been debated extensively, with 
some commentators emphasising their ability to attract large and new audiences, and 
others arguing that they often misrepresent and flatten the depth and diversity of art 
from different people and places.2 In spite of their limited interpretive subtlety, the 
attention and discussion they generate can arguably alter the status quo sufficiently to 
create the conditions for their own subsequent critical failures. Ironically, it is perhaps 
thanks to the publicity generated for some of the participants in group shows, that 
African artists are now increasingly likely to be seen as individual practitioners, rather 
than as representatives of some kind of collective African creative consciousness.  
 
                                                
1 Christine is referring to the exhibition she co-curated, Whose Map Is It? New Mapping by artists, at 
Iniva at Rivington Place, London, 2nd June – 24th July 2010. 
2 For some frank discussion of these issues from a number of top curators, see Salah Hassan and Chika 
Okeke-Agulu, ‘The Twenty-First Century and the Mega Shows: A Curators’ Roundtable’, Nka: 
Journal of Contemporary African Art, 22/23 (2008), 152-188. 
 278 
Africa Remix, which took place at London’s Hayward Gallery in 2005, is perhaps the 
best known and most recent ‘mega-show’ of contemporary African art and is once 
again an instructive example. It was intended to make a bold statement by challenging 
stereotypes with a newly-envisioned, ‘re-mixed’ Africa that could be a source of pride 
and celebration, and several interviewees stressed the impact that these kinds of 
shows have had in alerting the art world to the existence, quality and potential of 
contemporary African art: 
 
Well, I think [they] had to happen. I think that those shows have been quite necessary to at 
least elevate status of artists from that culture. And Africa Remix was extraordinarily 
important. But as, I don’t remember who, Gus Casely-Hayford or one of the people who were 
very involved in that wished, why don’t we move on? Why should we have to have African… 
titled exhibitions any more? But I think that both Africa ’95 and Africa Remix were very 
important in elevating the status of those artists. [CH, 2010] 
 
As Chili’s comments reveal, even when it was put on, doubts were raised about Africa 
Remix’s underlying premise. Independent curator Elise Van Der Vlist voiced the 
thoughts of several of my interviewees when she argued that Africa Remix failed 
precisely because it took such a direct, broad-brush approach to the question of what 
‘Africa’ might mean, an angle which she saw as outdated and unsophisticated: 
 
I thought it was very weak in curatorial concept. It had no binding concept other than Africa, 
which in 2005 is just not acceptable any more. And it had these random categories – body and 
soul… I saw some remnants of Magiciens de la Terre coming back after all these years! I 
thought it was a bit messy, and it was weak. That doesn’t mean to say the art was weak, but 
that’s not necessarily the point. I always compare it to cooking. You can have fantastic 
ingredients, but you can still make a horrible meal. [EVDV, 2010] 
 
For many curators today, good shows are built on thematic groupings of works which 
create multiple resonances and avenues of enquiry instead of delivering an overt 
message. As chapter two’s discussion of the turn to site-specific artistic practice 
showed, art works and exhibitions increasingly respond to the place in which they are 
located, rather than focusing purely on the place of origin of the artists concerned. 
Kerryn Greenberg gave the example of the exhibition Personal Affects, an exhibition 
of work by South African artists which was shown at the Cathedral of St John the 
Divine in New York City, where 
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[e]ach of the artists responded to the different spaces in the cathedral and made a site-specific 
work. And it was amazing, because it was about South Africa and contemporary art practice in 
that country, but it also gave artists an opportunity to create a new work in an extraordinary 
environment. And to be able to see how that worked was really refreshing. So to me that’s an 
interesting approach, rather than just cherry-picking and putting it all together. [KG, 2010]3 
 
Kerryn reflected on the different considerations shaping this period of transition 
within the field, during which region-specific shows continue to be produced at some 
institutions, and yet are subject to ongoing critique. She cited audiences’ curiosity 
about ‘exotic Africa’ as well as artists’ desire for exposure as key factors encouraging 
the persistence of blockbuster shows; but echoing many of the points noted in the 
previous chapter, she also suggested: 
 
I think the days of ‘contemporary African art’ exhibitions might be over. There was a spate of 
them […] And ultimately what do you come away with? A sense that this is a vast continent, 
[…] that actually it’s so heterogeneous, what is the point of lumping it all together? And also, 
how do you deal with the diaspora? We’re living in a globalised world, people are moving all 
the time. […] What is African art, what is an African artist, these words mean completely 
different things depending on who you speak to. So they’re categories that I don’t think are 
particularly useful. I would much rather see solo or thematic exhibitions about, I don’t know, 
mythology, or landscape, or criminality, or politics, that may include artists based in Africa. 
Because ultimately, what I’m interested in is the work, and what the artist is trying to 
communicate through the work. [KG, 2010] 
 
By contrast, my conversation with Africa Remix curator Roger Malbert threw some 
light on the reasons why the show took ‘Africa’ as its guiding concept, and is worth 
quoting at length here. Perhaps surprisingly, Roger admitted that  
 
[it] is not something that we at the Hayward, and I personally, are particularly inclined 
towards, that sort of geographical focus on a country as a basis for an exhibition. 
 
Why? 
 
                                                
3 Personal Affects: Power and Poetics in Contemporary South African Art took place from 21st 
September 2004 – 3rd January 2005 at the Museum for African Art, and the Cathedral of St John the 
Divine in New York City. 
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I don’t know. Because it’s boring, I think, somehow, as an idea. Just to take a country and… 
why? It’s a good question. Because it’s obviously sort of amplified in this particular 
exhibition, Africa Remix. […] It’s usually kind of premised on some source of funding, 
financially. That’s one of the things which you’d expect – it’s not a very sophisticated way of 
presenting exhibitions, it’s very conventional. It feels like a slightly staid way, you know, to 
take a national category and look at it… [RM, 2010] 
 
Yet his lack of enthusiasm for such an approach clearly has not prevented him from 
using it as a curatorial framework in Africa Remix and other exhibitions; moreover, 
his mention of funding points to the diverse factors which can make geographically-
organised shows a convenient strategy. For instance, every five years Hayward 
Touring presents a national survey of British Art called the British Art Show, and 
although Roger did not initiate this idea, he continues with it because 
 
it has a huge sort of momentum. It has vast popular appeal, and it has a sort of cachet and 
authority because it does happen every five years with different curators… It takes the 
temperature, it’s a snapshot of a moment. […] But in terms of this genre of exhibitions which 
are geographically based […] there’s usually some sort of politics involved, in terms of 
embassies, and funding, and some level of national promotion, which – I don’t know, sort of 
runs counter to what I think exhibitions ought to be doing in terms of critical surveys. […] 
Within the arts generally, there’s a lot of debate about the value, virtues or otherwise of 
focusing on a particular country or continent, and the Southbank Centre, sort of against its 
better judgement I think, or against the judgement of some people who are programmers at the 
Southbank, is doing a Brazilian festival, in about a month’s time. […] So there is a kind of a 
feeling that even though it sounds a bit hokey, and it’s not the ideal way to programme culture 
within a big arts organisation, sometimes focusing on a continent or a country actually does 
get you to bring in a lot of work, and it focuses the mind. So I think it’s perfectly conceivable 
that the Southbank centre would do another Africa Remix festival, or it might be an Indian 
one. [RM, 2010] 
 
As Roger explains, curators and programmers may be far from uninformed about the 
critical shift away from ‘geographical’ shows; on the contrary, in principle they may 
align themselves with the view that regionally-defined shows risk being ‘boring’, 
intellectually weak and ‘hokey’. But as he also noted, realising large projects involves 
not only critical awareness and reflection; it also has much to do with the availability 
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of funding and institutional politics.4 When combined with the need to attract 
audiences by producing an appealing, accessible, punchy show, using a geographical 
category sometimes seems unavoidable. Roger’s account of weighing up the pros and 
cons of geographically-defined shows reveals both the power of imaginative 
geographies to frame blockbuster exhibitions – whether by tapping into pre-existing 
ideas of a country or continent, or by trying to create new visions – and the 
comparative powerlessness of more complex geographical ideas when fed into a 
large-scale public institutional setting. The ‘snapshot’ show, which condenses 
complex ideas into a singular, catchy product, thus continues to hold great appeal, 
despite growing recognition that there are more subtle and interesting stories to be 
told. The tension between simplicity and complexity with regard to representing and 
understanding place is central to the field, and I return to it later in this chapter. 
 
The example of Africa Remix and its tour also shows that while the stereotypes of 
Africa discussed in previous chapters certainly exist, they themselves have 
geographies.5 Different iterations of a mega-show may have to manage juxtapositions 
of imaginative geographies that are overlaid differently in each situation. In this case, 
contrasts emerged between the sensitivities (or assumed sensitivities) of French and 
British audiences.6 Referring to the difference in Francophone and Anglophone 
attitudes to tackling stereotypes, Roger described his worries about the marketing 
campaign behind Africa Remix, and in particular over the choice of the lead image for 
the catalogue and poster, which eventually went to Samuel Fosso’s ‘Le Chef qui a 
vendu l'Afrique aux colons’ (illustrated in Figure 7.1): 
 
                                                
4 The geographies of funding structures and sponsorship within the field of contemporary African art 
would make an interesting avenue for future research, especially given some of the new Africa-based 
sources of financial support that have emerged in the last year or so. For instance, a new partnership 
between the Nigerian bank Guaranty Trust Bank (GTB) and Tate Modern is currently producing a 
number of projects; see chapter four, footnote 29. 
5 The Africa Remix tour, which took place between 2004 and 2007, included the Hayward Gallery 
(London), Museum Kunst Palast (Düsseldorf), Centre Georges Pompidou (Paris), Mori Art Museum 
(Tokyo), and Johannesburg Art Gallery.  
6 Roger also highlighted the geographies of differing approaches to Africa among curators, scholars 
and other African art specialists, suggesting that taking critical and curatorial direction from French 
colleagues led to the risk that ‘this exhibition could have some romantic and spiritual flavour to it 
which didn’t sit at all convincingly in the British context’ [RM, 2010]. 
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Figure 7.1: Samuel Fosso’s ‘Le Chef qui a vendu l'Afrique aux colons’ [‘The Chief 
who sold Africa to the colonials’] used as Africa Remix cover image 
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I said, no, you can’t do that in Britain. […] The whole point of this project for us was to 
dissolve those stereotypes of Africa as the pulsing source of, you know, vitality and bodily 
energies, but without any intellectual kind of force in the world, and so anything which was 
remotely, um, evocative of the stereotypes. […] We thought, we can’t put this on the tube in 
London, it will really piss people off! It will piss Black people off, because they’ll think it’s 
like another stereotype, another mockery of Black people and their culture. So we were all 
kind of tip-toeing around in a nervous way. Actually, it turned out to be fine, and it was on the 
tube and everywhere, and it was full of irony, and people can see the irony. And it was our 
anxiety, it was one of those moments – are they going to be offended? Are older people […] 
going to say, this is actually what I’ve been trying to get away from all my life, just always 
being perceived as one step away from wearing a grass skirt. [RM, 2010]7 
 
In North America, interviewees reported similar concerns about local context and its 
importance in making sure that exhibitions did not offend people’s sensitivities 
around cultural and racial stereotypes. Reflecting on the difficulties of juxtaposing 
contemporary art with more historic forms discussed in chapter six, NMAfA curator 
Karen Milbourne noted that responses to such issues vary, and  
 
some of it depends on where you ask the question. You’re going to get a different answer in 
South Africa than you’re going to get from, say, Nigeria, or certainly from London or New 
York. It can be very political. It can be very much about national identity, and whether people 
conceive of themselves of ‘modern’ or not... [KM, 2010] 
 
Karen’s colleague, librarian Janet Stanley, also raised the intersection of national 
identity and local political concerns with reference to a well-known controversy at the 
Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto over Into the Heart of Africa. This exhibition 
attempted to critique colonial collecting practices and explore how Africa has been 
represented, but met with anger and incomprehension from some visitors who missed 
its critical intent, or felt that any such critique could not outweigh the hurt caused by 
                                                
7 Roger illustrated his point further with an example from exhibition’s opening in Düsseldorf, where 
the Belgium-based artist Aimé Ntakiyica did a drumming performance. He recalled that ‘it was hard to 
tell to what extent it was ironic, that there were actually people drumming, and we thought well, no, we 
would never in a hundred years do that at the Hayward, you know, launch an exhibition of African art 
with drumming!’ Worries about causing offense through stereotypes of Africa were less of an issue in 
Düsseldorf, where there is ‘no real local black community’ to criticise the show; in London, by 
contrast, Roger felt the situation could be ‘volatile’ because of the large black population [RM, 2010]. 
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what they saw as the reproduction of images of colonial violence and domination.8 
Janet recalled her then Director’s reluctance to get involved in the controversy due to 
her unfamiliarity with the local context, suggesting that it was 
 
[t]he most classic case […] dealing with how you present Africans and tell some story about 
Africa. […] And of course it was totally misread. Totally misread. In fact, read just opposite, 
as being a direct insult. And our director at that time, Sylvia Williams, was actually invited up 
there, when that all broke, to be kind of an advisor, and she said ‘no thank you, I don’t know 
the Toronto audience. I’m here in Washington, I’m dealing with the Washington audience, or 
the American national audience’. She didn’t want to get involved, because she knew that it 
had to do with a lot of local issues. Ethnic or racial, or political issues in Toronto. [JS, 2010] 
 
In American contexts where a general lack of knowledge on the part of the public is 
combined with highly sensitive political issues, such concerns may lead curators to 
work in particular ways to avoid conflict, as Janet explained: 
 
So what are the main issues to consider when you’re working for an American audience? 
 
Well, certainly their lack of knowledge about Africa. […] For this museum, and certainly for 
politics in Washington, you know, things get very racial very quickly. So you don’t want to 
present Africa in a way that’s going to be too critical, or derogatory, or in any way sort of 
demeaning. So maybe there’s a certain self-censorship that goes on among the curators, when 
they’re thinking through the show. […] Things get political here very quickly. Now, we 
haven’t really had trouble with that at this museum, but other Smithsonian museums have, 
when they’re trying to re-write history, and some people don’t want their history re-written. 
[JS, 2010] 
 
As Janet continued, from her perspective, American audiences are on the whole more 
conservative than European ones: 
 
                                                
8 In particular, such concerns were raised by the Coalition for the Truth About Africa (CFTA), a group 
of protesters largely of African Canadian backgrounds. Into the Heart of Africa took place at the Royal 
Ontario Museum, Toronto, 16th November 1989 – 6th August 1990. For in-depth critiques of the 
exhibition and its reception, see Enid Schildkrout, ‘Ambiguous messages and ironic twists: Into the 
Heart of Africa and The Other Museum’, Museum Anthropology 15(2) (1991), 16-23; Shelley Ruth 
Butler, Contested Representations: Revisiting Into the Heart of Africa (Amsterdam: Gordon and 
Breach, 1999); and Shelley Ruth Butler, ‘The Politics of Exhibiting Culture: Legacies and 
Possibilities’, Museum Anthropology 23 (2000), 74-92. 
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[A] work of art may have been shown in England, probably was, with never a ripple. But 
bring it to the US, and you’re going to get somebody bent out of shape. And then it gets on the 
blogs, it gets on this and that. So as I say, America can be very provincial and rigid in some 
ways. […] And I think most museum directors don’t want these kinds of flare-ups. They want 
everybody to come and enjoy things, they don’t want these sort of political things. [JS, 2010]   
 
Both Janet and Roger’s comments point to the fact that exhibitions handle stereotypes 
of Africa in different ways depending on where they are located, and that the kinds of 
sensitivities and criticisms provoked by shows using ‘Africa’ as their frame must be 
understood as geographically specific. The juxtaposition of different imaginative 
geographies through the presentation of African art in different contexts emerges as a 
key theme in this research, confirming the importance of remaining attentive to the 
intersections of imaginative and ‘on-the-ground’ geographies’ on a variety of scales 
when working in the art world. In the next section, I consider how contested 
terminologies and categories may help or hinder attempts to do this. 
 
 
Definitions and categories: ‘Contemporary’, ‘African’ 
and ‘Art’ 
 
The discussion so far has hinted at the extent to which particular words, phrases and 
terms can prove controversial and politically sensitive. As we saw in chapter six, the 
division of African art into ‘traditional’ and ‘contemporary’ categories is an especially 
contentious issue, not least because of the perceived connotations each of those terms 
has in the context of wider art worlds and histories, and for identifying objects as ‘art’ 
at all. More generally, working in (or finding themselves placed in) the ‘contemporary 
African art’ field was a source of concern to many of my respondents, who were keen 
to stress the complexity and contested nature of the terms ‘contemporary’, ‘Africa’ or 
‘African’, and ‘art’. Most agreed that their meanings are often culturally, historically 
and geographically-specific, and opinions on this were often related to battles over 
identity, as discussed in the previous chapter. However, my research also revealed 
wider anxieties about the possible interpretations of each of these terms, beyond any 
individual or identity-based critiques; disciplinary affiliation, academic credibility and 
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pedagogical responsibility all emerged as key concerns. Here, I want to explore these 
issues in more detail, drawing out the connections between anxiety over geographical 
terminology and categorisation, and how imaginative geographies of Africa are 
negotiated. 
 
For some, terminology and labels were simply a fact of life. In chapter six, we saw 
that while some artists strongly objected to being referred to as ‘African artists’, 
others were more phlegmatic or used the term for their own ends. Edward Ofosu took 
a relaxed attitude to being referred to as an ‘African artist’, noting that the term could 
never contain the complexities of his work or his identity: 
 
We’re all living with labels. I’ve got my name, which is just a label, and [there are] other 
things which are labels as well – black, African, white, green, Japanese and stuff – we’re all 
living with labels! So with me, the word ‘African artist’ is an African who is an artist. […] I 
agree with the fact that it limits in a way, but at the same time, that’s society. That’s the label. 
[…] African art – yeah, I like it, it’s a label that is with me, as a black person. Yeah. That 
doesn’t mean you cannot live outside of the label. But since we’re in society, we just accept 
that’s how it is. […] We live with words. We live between words, and we use words. I always 
say that the words are not that which they point to. If I go to a place where somebody’s never 
experienced or seen water, touched water, drunk water before, and I say, oh, there’s this thing 
called water, you can eat, drink and bath with it – the person wouldn’t know water. The fact 
that I’m using the word water doesn’t mean that the person will know water. You need to 
experience it. So the word is not that which it’s pointing to! [EO, 2011] 
 
While Edward spoke from his position as an emerging artist, many scholars and 
curators have made similar points about the unfixed nature of language, and have 
suggested that certain terms can give opportunities for raising questions and 
potentially re-shaping discourse along intellectually stimulating and politically 
significant lines. Karen Milbourne, for instance, has taught a ‘Contemporary African 
Art’ class, using scare quotes to denaturalise the title and imply that an appreciation of 
the subtleties of each term is crucial for understanding the field more broadly. For her, 
the term ‘contemporary African art’ is part of a wider structure of understanding 
around visual culture from Africa which is unfixed: 
 
I think it’s like the US Supreme Court said about pornography: we know what we mean when 
we say [‘contemporary African art’], but it doesn’t mean that it’s a particularly useful term. Or 
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that it’s well-defined. […] You have to question what you mean by ‘contemporary’. Does 
contemporary exclude someone who’s working in a so-called traditional vein, such as mask-
making, but they’re working right now? […] I don’t even attempt to define ‘African’, because 
it can be colour, it can be land mass, it can be diaspora – it has no intrinsic definition. […] It’s 
loony, the way that people define and mis-define the African continent. So what I love about 
my job is that I’m no longer trying to define, I’m simply trying to make people aware of the 
questions. [KM, 2010] 
 
Equally, for scholar David Dibosa, the phrase ‘contemporary African art’ 
 
brings together a set of terms which individually, on their own, are terms which are not 
policed, are up for grabs. […] A lot of people feel they have a stake, all the way from the 
market […] to the most highly educated, disciplined, critical thinkers, who have obviously 
mapped out their notion of the contemporary, and what’s at stake, and are quite invested in 
this space… there’s quite a broad spectrum of people involved, in the contemporary. If you 
bring that together with ‘Africa’ […] obviously people like Okwui Enwezor, Salah Hassan, 
Olu Oguibe, have kind of staked out a clarion call, in terms of the space of Africa, and what 
this might mean in terms of, if you like, a discursive space that needs to be populated. […] I 
think that Africa then, as a discursive tool, becomes something that is very open, and I think 
when you put that together with the contemporary, you’ve really got something quite 
explosive, where a lot of people feel they have a stake. And they do. [DD, 2010] 
 
I pressed David further on the effect that this ‘discursive tool’ might have: 
 
Do you feel like the use of ‘Africa’ as a term, in [a critical] context, is a positive thing? 
 
Yes. I think it has use. It has a value, it’s productive. […] I’ll always ask, what work is this 
doing? Why is it being mobilised rather than anything else? And I think […] that it’s being 
used as this tool to open up the discourse, rather than to close it down. To actually start to say, 
there is so much at stake here – to think about the ways that practices, and experiences, in 
terms of art, from North Africa, to South Africa, East, West, just encompass so many different 
[…] political regimes, language frameworks, even the art environment… […] I borrowed a 
quote from Simon Njami, where he problematises this notion of ‘Africa’, and he talks about 
Africa as the articulation of a question. So, to use this term almost as if it has a question mark 
embedded within it. Because to use it is to ask, what is it? What is Africa? […] One constantly 
has to understand it as a space which contains so many reflections and projections, and in that 
sense, that is what makes it interesting and useful. [DD, 2010] 
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David, like Karen, sees terms like ‘contemporary’ and ‘Africa’ as indicative rather 
than assertive, embodying a number of complex ideas and political positions, and 
opening up important conversations. The question of exactly which participants in the 
field maintain control over this remains uncertain; David cites the ‘usual suspects’ 
(Enwezor et al) and their ‘clarion call’, yet as my earlier discussion of curatorial 
power revealed, such calls are by no means universally acclaimed. Perhaps David’s 
enthusiasm for ‘opening up discourse’ rests on his self-confessed role as a theorist 
rather than an exhibition-maker or emerging artist. Even so, his comments reveal 
some helpful pointers for how to think about ‘Africa’ as an unstable category that is 
used for particular purposes. 
 
While David and Karen viewed their scholarly and curatorial responsibility as raising 
questions and complexities, others expressed wariness about what they saw as a lack 
of clarity. Such concerns were underpinned by a recognition that as we have seen, 
there can be great sensitivity around issues like ‘African-ness’, especially with regard 
to individual identity, and conveying subtle and complex arguments to audiences is 
not always easy. Ambiguity, irony and uncertainty may be productive academically, 
but in museum contexts, ‘asking the public to draw its own conclusions from 
something inherently inflammatory is a risky business’.9 Referring to the confusion 
around the inclusion or exclusion of the African diaspora, curator Christine Takengny 
argued that the term ‘contemporary African art’ needs to be more clearly defined:  
 
Do you think it’s a useful term, contemporary African art? Do you think it means anything? 
 
No! 
 
What do think you would be a better term? 
 
Well what would you say? What is contemporary African art? Maybe it depends how you 
define it. I wouldn’t say no, but I think it depends how you define it, or what is it for you. […] 
I mean, is it useful if someone’s born in Africa, or if his parents immigrated say to the UK, 
and he was born here, is it a contemporary African artist then? Or Afro-American artists, I 
don’t know, I think it’s very… and is someone who’s coming from South Africa different than 
someone who’s coming from, say, Ivory Coast? And what kind of family you grow up in, if 
                                                
9 Schildkrout, ‘Ambiguous messages’, p. 19. 
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you grow up in a middle-class family, or… […] Really, one really has to define it, or explain 
why do you look into this – why. [CT, 2010] 
 
There is an interesting contrast between the differing impulses identified here: the 
desire to embrace open-endedness, flexibility and questioning, on the one hand, and 
the desire to clarify and define, on the other. Significantly, this contradiction does not 
necessarily imply two opposing camps within the field but, rather, points to the 
tensions shaping the work of almost all the curators I spoke to. Referring back to the 
previous section, we can see that Christine emphasises the importance of the 
‘question’ in making exhibitions that are not oversimplified and didactic; yet here, she 
suggests that the term ‘contemporary African art’ is most useful if it is clearly defined 
in each context that it is used. She does not demand any absolute definitions, and 
suggests that it is important to clarify what terms ‘mean to you’, implying a degree of 
personal interpretation; nonetheless, the move towards fixity seems to pull against the 
idea that it is precisely the lack of clear definitions which can makes certain terms 
potentially so valuable.  
 
From a critical geographical perspective which labours to denaturalise spatial 
categories, approaches emphasising the constructed and at times ambiguous nature of 
categories like ‘Africa’ seem more productive than those searching for clearly 
defined, bounded terms. When weighing up these alternatives, however, it is also 
important to consider the histories each term carries with it, and the cumulative 
impact they may have. I argue that it is the longstanding contradictory and highly 
contested Western imagination of ‘Africa’ which feeds and structures the tension 
identified here. If the geographical category in question were widely perceived as 
neutral or inconsequential, the need for either pinning it down or highlighting its 
inherent complexity would be less acute; but as we have seen, in the field of 
contemporary art the descriptors ‘Africa’ and ‘African’ are rarely employed or 
perceived in a neutral context, and can therefore be a source of considerable anxiety. 
It is perhaps with this in mind that some of my interviewees were doubtful about the 
potential of the ‘African’ label for opening up discourse, suggesting that it is a 
predominantly homogenising rather than a questioning manoeuvre. Echoing the 
discussion in chapter two, Leon Wainwright argued that because of the histories of 
Western engagements with Africa and the term ‘African’, such strategies are far from 
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straightforward, relying as they do on the recuperation of a term which is inherently 
un-African in origin as well as unfixed in the present moment: 
 
African-ness, or Africa – the idea of the continent is the legacy of the outside domination of 
the continent. […] [We need] a sensitivity to the imagining of Africa by its outsiders, and how 
that somehow offers slim possibilities for recuperation, let’s say that, by the people who are 
actually from there. I think it’s significant, because it does point towards why it may be that 
someone who is a contemporary artist from Africa now, or from its wider diaspora, and 
associates themselves as African, may find that these strategies of identification become 
contingent or fleeting, and are not necessarily sustainable in light of their own changing 
circumstances as artists. Or the changing status of the popularity of an African art within the 
contemporary scene. [LW, 2010] 
 
As Smooth Nzewi explained at the end of chapter six, artists may seize on this 
‘contingent’ quality and attempt to turn it to their advantage by adopting different 
‘hats’ according to the circumstances. Yet the extent to which these individual 
manoeuvres can challenge the status quo on a systemic level remains in doubt, 
especially since, as Leon points out, the terms of the negotiation are fundamentally 
compromised by their origins.  
 
Struggles over terminology also hinge on the more general issue of the interplay 
between individuals and the wider categories they are placed within. Artist Johan 
Thom accepted the ‘Africa’ label on a ‘functional’ level, but rejected the notion of 
categories when used to explain an individual’s work: 
 
The whole notion of Africa for me is less useful than calling a cup a cup. A cup still has 
functionality – you can tell someone else… or if it stays on that level of functionality, I’m fine 
with it. But the moment that it becomes in any way applied to the products of individuals or 
artists and so on, then I find it problematic, very problematic. [JT, 2011] 
 
Fellow artist Sokari Douglas Camp rejected the idea of categories altogether; 
referencing Simon Njami and curatorial projects such as Africa Remix, she 
complained that 
 
[h]e’s getting tangled up with the diaspora, people in Africa, people out of Africa, people that 
are African, he’s getting tangled up like that as well. And you think, what a waste of bloody 
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time! You know, why not just show artists that you like? Which is what you’re doing anyway. 
Why make all these categories? But he is, so. [SDC, 2010] 
 
Both artists draw attention to the fundamental difficulty of categorising individuals 
who may rely for their professional credibility (and personal integrity) on notions of 
individuality, originality and creative independence.10 However, their comments also 
hint again at particular sensitivities around imaginative geographies and the 
longstanding contested status of ‘Africa’, revealing that the perceived utility and 
acceptability of categories like ‘Africa’ and ‘African’ depend largely on the place-
based imaginaries to which they are seen to refer. Categories are a part of everyday 
life and the organisation of knowledge, but problems arise when they start to seem 
like ‘boxes’ or ‘pigeon-holes’ because of the (negative) connotations they carry, the 
lack of wider understanding surrounding them, and the cultural context they are 
associated with. Thus, as John Egbo suggests below, ‘African’ can seem like a box, 
while other labels might not: 
 
We were talking about definitions – which some people might see as pigeon-holing. […] 
Some people say that art is art, and that it doesn’t matter where the artist originates from, 
because ultimately the work has to stand as a work of art, you know, comparable to any other 
work of art. But I think there’s a lot of factors that impact on that. One is awareness or lack of 
awareness, education or lack of education, cultural, you know, there are historical factors 
impacting on that. […] It’s arguable [that] in Europe, there’s still a lot of lack of 
understanding of modern and contemporary African art. A lot of people, when they think of 
African art, they think of ethnographic art. They think of masks. […] So even though there has 
been research, there are art movements, there are books, and everything, if you compare it to 
Europe, where [art education] has actually been ingrained into the society, constantly 
promoted, written, talked about, beyond their own cultural boundary, you know. Which is a 
universal platform. […] It’s not surprising that in terms of pigeon-holing and definitions, 
[Europeans] don’t feel – that is never an issue. Because [European art] is something that has 
been promoted over time. Whereas for African art, we have not reached that level of universal 
awareness that it doesn’t matter, you know? That this is African art, that it becomes art for 
art’s sake. I think all that plays an important aspect. [JE, 2010] 
 
                                                
10 While my focus here is on geographical categories, such debates draw attention to the broader 
question of how categories – ‘women artists’, ‘disabled artists’ or ‘outsider artists’, for example – 
function within the art world more generally.  
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John’s perceptive comments here show the significance of stereotypes and negative 
perceptions when evaluating a geographical category and whether or not it is seen as a 
negative pigeon-hole, a neutral label, or a positive niche or opportunity. As he 
observes, ‘Europe’ has not historically carried the same largely negative ‘baggage’ 
that ‘Africa’ has, and therefore its use as an indentifying term or category is arguably 
less contentious. 
 
As these varied responses suggest, then, the term ‘contemporary African art’ – and its 
constituent parts – is a source of tension, disagreement and heightened sensitivity. My 
interviewees were divided on whether it has the potential to open up questions which 
can enhance understanding, or in fact closes them down in favour of (over-) 
simplifications based on inaccurate and damaging stereotypes. While ‘contemporary’ 
and ‘art’ are both unstable terms, ‘Africa’ has emerged as perhaps the most complex; 
its historical connotations make using it as a label a tricky and sensitive issue, but at 
the same time, without using it, it is hard to see how more subtle understandings of 
what it refers to can be achieved. I explore this emerging paradox in more detail in the 
next section on naming strategies. 
 
 
What’s in a name? 
 
Many of my interviewees noted the complex meanings of specific terms, but it was 
clear that as professionals involved in wider institutional settings, they nonetheless 
often used them to describe their work, whether by choice or not. Here, I expand on 
these arguments more concretely by looking at how arts professionals handle the 
complex pitfalls of categories and terminology with regard to naming strategies. As 
chapters four and five showed, institutions and independent projects and spaces adopt 
a range of approaches when working with contemporary art from Africa, but one of 
the most basic but perhaps most important decisions to be made when developing an 
organisation, exhibition, event or other platform is what to call it.  
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I experienced this predicament for myself while setting up the blog ‘African Art in 
London’. In a moment which affirmed for me the value of blogging as a research 
strategy, I found it surprisingly difficult to choose a name for the site: 
 
I knew what I wanted [the blog] to do, but encapsulating this in just a few words was quite a 
challenge. […] Initially I was hesitant to use the phrase ‘African art’ for fear of sounding 
essentialist. […] I considered simply using the words ‘Africa’, ‘art’ and ‘London’, broken up 
with some punctuation (dashes? Backslashes?) as a flexible, non-prescriptive kind of title, but 
decided against this in the end as I felt that the phrase ‘African art in London’ might be more 
search engine friendly. [research diary, July 2010] 
 
My doubts here sum up the importance of language and sensitivities around the idea 
of ‘Africa’, but also the extra difficulties arising from the need to address a public 
audience. I quickly realised that for people to find and use my website, it had to be 
called something that they were likely to search for; on the other hand, the broad-
brush title ‘African art in London’ put a dent in my ambitions to create a resource that 
highlighted the complexity of what ‘African art’ might mean. As a compromise, I 
opted for a search-friendly title, but included thoughts on its limitations in a section of 
the website entitled ‘About’. This, again, was a struggle to formulate; having realised 
that there was no guarantee that anybody browsing the site would read any particular 
part of it, and that I could not predict their prior understanding of the subject, each 
word and the meanings it might contain became a matter of careful consideration. 
After several drafts, the final version of the ‘About’ section reads as follows: 
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About 
This site is about art from Africa, or by or about Africa or Africans, in London. The aim is to 
share information, listings and ideas. 
The main focus is on contemporary visual art, but other things may pop up from time to time. 
That’s it, really, but a word or two about the thinking behind the site might be helpful… 
The problem with “contemporary African art” is that in some ways, there’s no such thing; 
however, the reasons why people think there may be no such thing seem to fall into two distinct 
and quite different categories: 
1. art from the continent of Africa is so diverse that it cannot be lumped together in one category 
2. there is not much art being produced in Africa, and certainly not the ‘contemporary’ kind 
Unfortunately, while the first argument is by far the most sensible one, in my experience, many 
people in the UK who don’t have special interests or experience in this area lean towards the 
second view, perhaps mostly due to lack of information. And even for those who do take an 
active interest in contemporary art, African or otherwise, working out what’s going on in London 
can be a challenge. That being the case, I think that a website about the many and varied forms 
of art currently being produced in and about Africa or by Africans, on view in London right now, 
in a way which acknowledges African connections without being limited by them, is surely no 
bad thing. This site is not primarily intended to be a place to discuss these issues, as there are 
many other better forums for doing so; however, any comments on this and related matters will 
be appreciated, and responded to. 
Please feel free to contact me if there’s anything you’d like to see featured here. (You can also 
contact me if there’s anything I’ve posted that you’d prefer NOT to see featured here, although 
of course I’d rather you didn’t…) 
Thanks! 
 
 
See <http://africanartinlondon.wordpress.com/about/> [accessed 11th November 2012]  
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My experiences were echoed by many of my interviewees, who recounted their 
difficulties in deciding and justifying how their own jobs, institutions, projects and 
practices were defined and described. For some, working in ‘African’ institutions with 
‘African art’ was a wholly positive thing. Bill Karg, owner of the Contemporary 
African Art Gallery in New York, explained that he chose his gallery’s name to 
prevent further marginalisation of art and artists from Africa: 
 
I’d probably have to change the name of the gallery if I were to subscribe to anything 
different! But the reality is this, and I really have given it a lot of thought. Africa is so easily 
and so often marginalised, that in fact if we would call all this international art, or just 
contemporary art, Africa would once again be marginalised. And I am able and willing to 
point out, in most of these works, even though many of them are abstract – it’s easier with the 
photography – the African-ness of the work. And the special quality and richness that that 
brings, for that reason. And so I’m a strong promoter in keeping it ‘African art’, contemporary 
African art, not just contemporary art, or not just international art. [BK, 2010] 
 
For Ayo Adeyinka, by contrast, ‘African art’ is less a political statement, and more an 
easy option: 
 
I only define myself as a dealer in contemporary African art because it’s easy. It can stop 
there. […] How can you remotely present yourself as dealing in contemporary African art, 
without covering several other countries? […] I’ve never owned a piece from the Central 
African Republic, or Mali… […] You have to pinpoint. That what’s I meant by I’m choosing 
the easy option – I don’t want to get involved in the politics of the definitions. I just know 
what I’m selling, and I know I’m not dealing in Australian art! [AA, 2011] 
 
Unsurprisingly, however, others took a less sanguine view of their use of the word 
‘African’, with worries often centring around the perceived lack of subtlety in the 
term. As John Mack noted in the context of the BM’s Sainsbury Africa Galleries: 
 
The thing that many were concerned about was, actually there is no single way of looking at 
Africa. And by virtue of having to do something called an African Gallery, we may end up 
suggesting there is. My thought about that was actually, this should […] [be] a kind of 
dynamic gallery, which could potentially respond to new ideas, new objects, new collections, 
or a different way of looking at the same thing. [JM, 2011] 
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While John looked to a material solution – flexible displays within an ‘African’ space 
– as a way to reveal the complexity of an apparently singular geographic unit, others 
took up the more semantic ‘questioning’ approach discussed earlier, suggesting that 
institutional names may refer to a problem rather than a fact. Karen Milbourne was 
circumspect about the way that NMAfA describes its area of interest: 
 
I work in an African art museum. My job is looking at what Africa means, or doesn’t mean. 
[…] raising the questions, not the answers. So what are all the different ways that we can 
question what Africa means? And so I have to have some sort of connection to the continent 
in finding my work, and the truth of the matter is the world is too big and there are too many 
artists for me to know everybody everywhere. So that’s how I’ve whittled it into something 
manageable, and to a certain degree I think there’s a greater integrity to it than when you’re at 
a major museum and you’re called the curator of contemporary art, because those curators of 
contemporary art typically only [work with] American and European artists. […] Or they’re 
collecting Asian and African artists, but not with the same cultural depth of knowledge. I 
don’t believe in the geographic parsing, to be honest. […] I don’t think that makes sense. It’s 
just that there has to be some way of controlling what you know. The Smithsonian’s great in 
that sense that I can know more about Africa, and still go hang out with an expert who knows 
more about America. I guess what I see my role is – one, trying to show that Africa is a player 
in all of that, and two, that it’s kind of an arbitrary term. [KM, 2010, my emphasis] 
 
‘Controlling what you know’ is, as Karen admits, one of the hardest tasks when faced 
with the multiplicity and complexity of the contemporary art world today, and despite 
their limitations, geographical categories and names are one of the most useful tools. 
As Karen suggests, given that NMAfA is part of a much larger group of institutions 
(the Smithsonian), although for her personally the name of the museum embodies a 
question rather than a certainty, the word ‘African’ helps to give it a distinctive niche. 
Echoing Bill Karg’s comments about marginalisation, Karen’s colleague Janet 
Stanley explained further: 
 
If you’re talking about big museums, and by big I mean universal museums that cover art 
from many places, for them they’re going to really want to continue this category of 
contemporary African art, and a lot of the curators in those museums have to make the case 
why contemporary African art is worthy of consideration for acquisitions. […] Because the 
curator of contemporary art in those museums may not be interested in African art. […] Some 
may figure, I don’t have enough money even to buy everything I want from American artists. 
Why would I want to go out and be buying something from an African artist? That’s a kind of 
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struggle or issue that these curators [have]. This museum of course shouldn’t have that issue, 
because our focus is Africa. [JS, 2010] 
 
As Janet notes, the ‘African’ label may be necessary as a response to the exclusion of 
African contemporary art from the contemporary curators’ remit and/or interest; if art 
from Africa being made today is still not considered ‘contemporary’, it must create its 
own category in order to attract attention. As her final comment also shows, however, 
this is not a problem at ‘African’ institutions, where paradoxically curators are free to 
lose the ‘African’ label altogether. Lisa Binder argued: 
 
I’m a contemporary curator at the Museum for African Art, I’m not the curator of 
contemporary African art. So I’m a contemporary curator who specialises in Africa. […] And 
people will disagree with me on that. People like Christa Clark at the Newark Museum. I 
adore her, she’s their African curator. But they don’t have department divisions that are 
typical. So she ends up doing Africa from the earliest possible in their collection all the way 
up through contemporary. So she’s doing the whole thing. And then you’ve got people like 
Karen [Milbourne], where the distinctions are slightly more nebulous, and so it’s just sort of –
it’s very tricky, but I think we’re all wading through the minefield pretty well. [LB, 2010] 
 
In the US, museums thus negotiate the interplay between ‘African’ and 
‘contemporary’ in different ways, largely depending on whether they are 
geographically or culturally-specific or not, producing an interesting framework in 
which institutions, as well as the departments and staff within them, are positioned 
according to the differing geographical claims and emphases that their names make 
(or do not make) with regard to Africa.  
 
In the UK, however, where there are no ‘African’ art institutions, the context for 
tackling the structural exclusion of African contemporary art from major institutions 
is rather different. John Egbo argued that it is inflexible and unimaginative 
institutional frameworks in the UK that have led directly to the self-described 
specialism of his gallery:  
 
Can you envisage a time when you wouldn’t have to call something – like this gallery, you 
wouldn’t have to say it’s a gallery of African art, it’s just a – 
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Why shouldn’t I? That’s my specialism. It’s not the only thing we do, but that’s our niche. 
Why should I have that dilemma? I shouldn’t be a specialist, and yet there are galleries that do 
specialism on Asian art or Russian art and everything, and nobody goes to them and says do 
you envisage a time when you’re not going to be… 
 
I think they do, though. 
 
Ok. When the likes of Whitechapel [Gallery] and co can also bring an African artist, or 
whatever, or bring an artist like that and put it in there, then we have that cross-cultural 
boundary. You see, for the mainstream, established [museums] – nobody asked them that 
question: why don’t you broaden? They don’t need to, they have the established market. […] 
Why can’t the Tate do art like El [Anatsui]? El is big enough. […] That’s what I’m saying – 
what is the mainstream institutions’ contribution? [JE, 2010] 
 
While John defended his gallery’s ‘African’ niche, others in the UK were more 
ambivalent, hinting again at the tensions between ‘African’ and ‘contemporary’. Jack 
Bell’s explanation of his gallery’s approach suggests that the use of his own name is a 
conscious move to situate the business within London’s wider contemporary art 
scene:  
 
[There’s] quite a heated discussion about […] whether we should still even be talking about 
something called African art at all. 
 
Yeah, that’s something I’m getting more familiar with, people bringing it up. I’m not really – I 
don’t know what I think about it. I’m not sure if I have any books about what it means to be 
an African artist, or anything! I just kind of see it as good art. So as contemporary art. Rather 
than ‘African art’. And try and show it as such. […] 
 
I don’t know what you feel about this, but maybe there are particular expectations attached to 
the fact that they are artists from Africa.  
 
Er, well, just to go back to what I said before, I just see it as good art, as contemporary art, and 
therefore can make a great show in London amongst all the other contemporary art. So no, I 
don’t think there’s things attached so much. [JB, 2010] 
 
The perceived danger of having ‘things attached’ to art and artists that can come about 
as a result of a geographically-specific name was a cause for concern among several 
other gallerists too. Ed Cross, for instance, was wary of what he saw as a marketing 
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box, preferring to use his own name, but still expressed doubts about the best strategy 
for his business: 
 
I could have called my company African Works. But I very quickly realised that that’s not 
going to be a smart thing to do. And basically by giving it a sort of neutral name, or my own 
name, it is a kind of statement that I don’t want to be seen to be sort of marketing a category 
of art, and it gets myself out of – it also gives me freedom, that I could do sort of Haitian art or 
something, later, whatever. […] I sometimes wonder if I might – well, for example on the 
African Colours site, I’ve got a little banner on there for my company, and I put ‘specialist in 
contemporary African art’ or something, but I wouldn’t normally. I tend not to – I haven’t got 
it on my card, for example. But, you know. The debate’s still going on, as to whether I should 
actually, you know, put it up there. [EC, 2010] 
 
Ed’s uncertainties were echoed by fellow London gallerist Geeta Chagan, who uses 
the term ‘contemporary South African art’ to describe the focus of Chagan 
Contemporary, but tries to keep it incidental to her main selling point: 
 
I think I’m more interested in promoting the artists because of the work quality, rather than the 
fact that they’re South African. I read an interesting book about a gallery in Shanghai. They 
said oh but the art is from Beijing, she said, well, it’s not the fact that they’re doing Chinese 
art, it’s more that they’re artists who happen to be from China. So that’s more the emphasis 
that I’m trying to use. […]  
 
But I guess at the same time, if there’s a kind of niche to exploit, then you have to sort of 
balance it out a bit? 
 
Exactly. So in the future I do want to do curated shows, not just groups shows, have solo 
artists working on a theme. […] And eventually it might change, to international art, or South 
African, international, so it just depends how the art world moves, and how I move with it, 
really. [GC, 2010] 
 
Ed and Geeta’s hesitations seemed mostly related to the potential business 
opportunities or limitations stemming from identifying themselves as ‘African’. 
Annabelle Mu’azu also had reservations about using ‘African’ label, but her thoughts 
were more conceptually-oriented. In the end she opted to use it as a sub-title to her 
exhibition As It Is, rather than as its main title:  
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Everybody asked me, ‘why As It Is?’ It all came about because I thought, you know what, 
what you see is what you get, with these artists. This is about their voice, it’s about their 
creativity. It’s not me in the background going blah blah blah, it’s Nandipha [Mntambo] 
telling you what it is. And you either accept it, or you don’t. It is as it is, and that’s how it 
came up. And it was a big problem for me to put the subtitle, which is ‘contemporary art from 
Africa and the diaspora’ there. Because I just thought, it’s not about that. But at the same time, 
I just realised, when I spoke to the gallery, and they were like – well, if you’re going to be 
introducing this to a new audience, they need to – for them to really appreciate, you know, the 
importance of what we’re doing, and the importance of what these artists are doing, they need 
to know that this is where they’re coming from. So as a small subtitle, we have that written in 
there. But I kind of want people to walk in there and not really be bothered that they’re 
African artists, just be quite excited by the fact that they are. And at the end of it, walk away 
and just appreciate them for who they are, irrelevant of where they come from. [AM, 2010] 
 
Annabelle went on to divulge the internal argument she has with herself when it 
comes to using the name or label ‘African’: 
 
It’s something that I have issues with all the time. I remember saying, I don’t want Africa 
anywhere near it, I don’t want it to be about – but at the same time, I just thought, come on 
Annabelle. This is about celebrating the fact that these artists are of African heritage, you 
know, and obviously imbibe where they’re from, and are creating just magnificent pieces, that 
ironically you wouldn’t necessarily assume to be ‘African’, you know. I mean, even Obi 
[Okigbo]’s work – first and foremost, she is a painter. But she thrives on the fact that she’s 
Nigerian, and not only that she’s Nigerian, she’s Ibo. And unless you’re Ibo, you won’t really 
see the little things that she puts in her work. The little images and things like that. But then, 
you don’t have to be Ibo to appreciate it, do you understand? It’s a difficult one. [AM, 2010] 
 
As all of these examples reveal, decisions on whether or not to include 
geographically-specific information in an exhibition, business or other project’s name 
can be extremely tricky. Annabelle’s account in particular clarifies the conundrum 
raised earlier, whereby attempting to denaturalise a spatially-defined entity such as 
‘Africa’ paradoxically often depends on re-stating its boundaries, even as they are 
deconstructed. For others, like Ed Cross, Jack Bell and Geeta Chagan, their general 
avoidance of ‘African’ labels might suggest a more progressive approach if it resulted 
in the wider incorporation of African art and artists into the ‘contemporary’, where 
their ‘African-ness’ might be seen as incidental except when specifically invoked in 
their artistic practice. Yet by virtue of representing almost exclusively African artists 
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(at least in their current form), these galleries have arguably simply created a different 
kind of ‘box’ for artists from Africa, where the tricky name of ‘African’ has been 
removed, yet the underlying issues of exclusion remain. 
 
With ongoing rapid change and expansion within the field, particularly within the 
African continent, it seems likely that artists and curators will soon find new ways 
around these conundrums, and some are arguably already starting to emerge. The 
recent Tate Modern exhibition Contested Terrains, for instance, which I discussed in 
chapter two, successfully addressed complexities of place and identity in different 
African contexts without using the name of ‘Africa’ as a hook. Taking a rather 
different strategy in line with his critical and proactive take on ‘African-ness’ 
discussed in the previous chapter, artist Smooth Nzewi suggested a playful approach 
to geographical labels. He embraces the idea of ‘African art’ museums, but in the 
context of a much broader (and potentially subversive) strategy that would apply the 
same system of categorisation to all art, wherever museums happen to be located:  
 
What about the idea of a museum that is dedicated to African art? Do you think that’s useful? 
 
I don’t know. I mean, I don’t think it’s bad. Like I said, if I have the funds, I’ll create an 
exhibition in Africa and decide the ways in which I want to exhibit Western art. It’s the same 
thing. 
 
The Nigerian Museum of Western Art? 
 
Something like that! I’d decide, because I’d have the means to do that. Americans have the 
means to do that, that’s why they created the Museum of African Art. To cater to an American 
audience. It’s not a Nigerian audience, it’s not an African audience, but primarily an American 
audience. So they try to interpret African art through the lens of America. And I don’t think 
one should quarrel with that. […] If I have issues with that, I need to find the money to do my 
own [museum]. That’s how I read that.  [SN, 2010] 
 
In short, if Contested Terrains sought to denaturalise ‘Africa’ by focusing on its 
internal complexities without explicitly invoking an overall ‘African’ frame, 
Smooth’s putative museum of Western art in Nigeria accepts the utility of continental 
geographical categories in principle, but tackles and subverts the unequal power 
relations underpinning how they are currently played out within the art world. The 
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differences between the two projects point to alternative directions in shaping new 
geographies of contemporary African art, and in the final two sections, I delve more 
deeply into how these directions might be conceptualised and evaluated. 
 
 
Geographical simplicity versus complexity  
 
Geographical categorisation within the art world is a problematic issue, and thinking 
about interpretative strategies on different levels of geographical complexity is 
essential when engaging multiple audiences with varying expectations and levels of 
knowledge. When setting up the blog African Art in London, for instance, I opted for 
the combination of a geographically all-embracing title and a ‘disclaimer’ 
highlighting diversity within the category, in order to attract a general audience, but 
avoid (or attempt to avoid) accusations of making unhelpful generalisations from 
those with more specialist knowledge and/or a more critical outlook. In other 
contexts, however, alternative strategies may seem more appropriate, and in this 
section, I examine the politics of the tension between geographical detail/diversity, on 
the one hand, and geographical convenience/generalisation, on the other. This tension 
plays out in two distinct but interrelated registers: first, debates about the extent to 
which different African regions, countries and cultures are in fact similar to, or 
different from, one another; and second, debates about how differing understandings 
of this may be represented.  
 
Working initially within the first set of debates, gallerist Ed Cross suggested – not 
without considerable caution – that there are in fact common threads running through 
African societies and places, an idea reinforced by the continent’s distinct landmass: 
 
It’s one of those lovely debates that people like having. There’s truth in both sides. In my 
opinion, there is obviously a geographical landmass. I believe there are very strong cultural 
commonalities across Africa. I’m not an academic, and I wouldn’t like to – I can say that one 
of the things I believe is that there’s a tremendous inclination towards a holistic, kind of 
communal – communal is a bit – you want to be a bit careful about the use of that word, but a 
sort of – the inclination, I would say, in Africa, all things being equal, is to share and to be 
very interrelated, in a way that isn’t the case in Western democracies, whatever. Then of 
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course with colonialism, or whatever other influences, it’s all gone a bit haywire, in a sense… 
and I’m not saying it’s a sort of utopian thing, not at all, but those tendencies and inclinations 
are still there. […] So I think there is some justification for looking at it not just in terms of 
geography but in terms of culture, as a unit. As a category. [EC, 2010] 
 
Ed suggested that the Kenyan artist Peterson Kamwathi (whom he represents in 
London) exemplifies this tendency, noting that Kamwathi’s artist’s statement 
discusses his obligations to the society he is in, in a way that would not be usual 
among Western artists.11 However, moving into the second register of the debate, Ed 
also acknowledged that use of the ‘African’ category is to a certain extent a matter of 
convenience, and although it is often at the expense of geographical precision, nuance 
and deeper understanding, it may attract positive attention to the continent: 
 
Also, it’s handy because in the end, we all have to put things into some sort of category, it’s 
like the supermarket or whatever! […] And you could argue until the cows come home, on 
where you put things. And we all know that as a category, whether it exists or not, it’s been 
neglected, therefore it’s good – the category serves a purpose in order to focus attention on it. 
But ultimately, I suppose there should be more attention on Nigerian, Kenyan, whatever, as 
individual countries. Africa is not a country, as people point out! And I also think it’s 
dangerous – it can open the door to people just generalising, and sort of stereotyping, and blah 
blah blah. And African artists almost invariably, or increasingly, want to be seen as global 
artists, who are African, or of African origin, or from a particular country. So I just think it’s a 
sort of nice debate to have. [EC, 2010] 
 
If there is a general lack of awareness in the West about African countries and their 
complex histories and visual cultures, it is perhaps unsurprising that an ‘African’ 
category of contemporary art ‘serves a purpose’ in order to attract attention. This is 
not simply due to the structural nature of art institutions, as discussed in the previous 
                                                
11 To quote from Peterson Kamwathi’s artist’s statement: ‘I view myself as a part of my society and as 
such I’m accountable to the society. Being an artist in this society extends beyond my immediate 
environment to include the world. In my work I strive to address and document issues that affect and 
impact my country, my continent and now the planet.’ Ed’s sense of Kamwathi’s uniqueness (and 
African-ness) in this respect is perhaps misplaced, since many artists worldwide express similar 
feelings, goals and a sense of responsibility regarding their role as individuals embedded in particular 
places and societies. As we saw with the example of Malagasy artist Rina Ralay-Ranaivo in chapter 
five, artists in Africa may take an engaged yet critical view of how and whether the material, political 
and economic circumstances of their own societies might affect their practice (and how it is received). 
Kamwathi’s final comment also draws attention to his sense of his connections on multiple scales. For 
images of work and an excerpt from Kamwathi’s statement, see 
<http://www.edcrossfineart.com/artists/peterson-kamwathi/> [accessed 11th November 2012].  
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section, but also because ‘Africa’ is for many people (in the West) a much more 
recognisable and meaningful category than any specific African country: 
 
You could say it’s a Cameroonian artist, but that doesn’t really mean anything. But an African 
artist, that means much more to people. [conversation with GH, 2010] 
 
It is interesting to compare this situation with the framing of European art, where as 
Christine Takengny reflected, 
 
We have contemporary British artists, contemporary German artists, those categories exist – I 
just feel it’s even more different if you’re talking about a whole continent, because if you 
would talk about contemporary European art, that would include so many countries, that are 
really different. And I think in Africa, you have countries that were British colonies, countries 
that were French colonies, German colonies, Belgian colonies – I think it’s just very… 
diverse. And I think North Africa is completely different than West Africa, or South Africa. 
 
And yet these kinds of terms still… 
 
I think it’s convenient, yeah. And I think it’s to do with the fact that many people think that 
Africa is just – it’s one thing, one country! [CT, 2010] 
 
As Christine suggests, if continent-wide categorisations are occasionally used in other 
contexts (‘European art’, for instance), they generally seem rather vague unless 
accompanied by a recognition of diversity within that category. In Africa, however, 
this recognition breaks down, leaving a seemingly coherent continental frame of 
reference. As gallerist Fred Mann suggests: 
 
With a lot of collectors, they think, well, where do I start? If someone said to you, I’m going 
to start a collection of European art, you’d think, well, what are you talking about? Whereas 
people say ‘I’m interested in African art’ all the time. But what do they mean by that? [FM, 
2011] 
 
As chapter four suggested, countries like South Africa, Nigeria and Kenya may well 
seem more familiar to UK audiences than Francophone nations like Cameroon, thanks 
to the long-established colonial and postcolonial connections that Christine identifies 
above. If the category of ‘contemporary African art’ in the UK becomes broken down 
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in the coming years, it seems likely that it will be through more locally accessible 
concepts like ‘Nigerian art’ than the comparatively alien ‘Cameroonian art’. The 
example of Tiwani Contemporary, which opened in London in 2011 and specialises in 
showing work by Nigerian artists, shows that this is already starting to occur.  
 
The scene is not yet established enough to drawn firm conclusions about this, 
however, and in its current form, even where complexity is recognised, ‘Africa’ is still 
often the term that gets used. In some cases, it is employed as part of a strategy 
designed to make a specific political – and geographical – point. Earlier in this 
chapter we saw that Africa Remix emerged from a combination of factors including 
financial concerns, but Roger Malbert also argued that the show’s relatively 
monolithic presentation of the African continent was related to its desire to address 
Francophone debates about the supposed separation of North and sub-Saharan Africa. 
In this sense, Africa Remix’s tour and the geographical juxtapositions this created 
influenced the imaginative geography that the show sought to produce not only in 
terms of its character – which, as we have seen, was largely positive and celebratory – 
but also in terms of its conception of Africa as a coherent unit. As Roger explained, 
the term ‘l’Afrique noire’ (or ‘Black Africa’) is still used in France, and it was felt 
necessary to challenge it by asserting the unity of the whole continent based on its 
landmass rather than on conceptions of skin colour or race. The subtext to this 
strategy was what Roger described as the ‘ideological battle’ over Africa’s status as 
the cradle of civilisation, which has been a longstanding project (particularly 
associated with Afrocentrism, as discussed in chapter two) and has focused especially 
on reinserting Egypt into narratives about African history. I questioned Roger on the 
position of Africa Remix with regard to such debates: 
 
Did you see the exhibition as part of that discussion, about Africa as a whole? What was your 
position on that? 
 
Yeah. Implicitly. Absolutely. My position was, sure, it’s good, yes, it should be. Yes, I mean, 
it is, take a good look at the map, Egypt is part of Africa, it’s not an issue that kind of 
exercised us in the same way as it would the French – it has political significance for them, to 
kind of include North Africa, because of this culture of this division, which I don’t think we’re 
so concerned about, because Britain has not really been involved in its colonial history so 
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much with North Africa as France has. Algeria, Morocco, and so on. So yeah, we understood 
the reasons, I think, for wanting to take the whole continent as a single entity. [RM, 2010] 
 
For others, however, de-emphasising some of Africa’s internal complexities in favour 
of a unitary approach is less a political tactic and more a matter of ‘convenience’. The 
idea of ‘convenience’ has already arisen in relation to the persistence of categories 
such as ‘traditional’ and ‘contemporary’, but as Fred’s comments show here, the 
greatest convenience – but perhaps the least warranted – of all is the geographical one 
which considers ‘Africa’ as a unit. Fred acknowledged this contradictory situation: 
 
We’re quite clear. I know exactly what I mean about it. It’s a continent, not a country. […] 
You meet people from Cameroon, or Dakar, people from Mali, and they are completely 
different. And they’ve had different cultural histories, different political histories, different 
social histories, and they’ve got very different things to say about what they want. […]  
 
But do you think there’s still a place for talking about ‘African art’, given that it’s all so 
diverse, and so different? Do you think it’s still a useful term? 
 
Um… it’s difficult, because I suppose that one ends up talking about African art by default. 
People say to me, your gallery shows African art, and I say, yes, we do show art – we do put 
on exhibitions by artists from Africa. [FM, 2011] 
 
Nairobi-based arts professional Danda Jaroljmek agreed with Fred’s view of Africa’s 
diversity, acknowledging commonalities but insisting on the importance of distinct 
national identities, and highlighting the disempowerment of artists forced into an 
arbitrary ‘African’ category in order to secure funding:  
 
I’d like the word ‘Africa’ to be dropped, simply because I don’t see why the term is used 
when it isn’t a country. But that’s my bugbear. I can’t stand it when people start talking about 
Africans, or African artists. You’re a Kenyan, you’re a Ugandan, you’re a Zambian. There is a 
commonality between artists practising on the continent, you do see it – less so with South 
Africa, because they really are a world apart, they lived in isolation for so long, and they’re 
also very sort of – ‘Africa? I sometimes go to Africa’. The Egyptians do that too. It annoys 
me, and I think it’s patronising. I think the artists I work with would want to be called 
contemporary artists. Unless they get a chunk of funding and an opportunity to go somewhere, 
because they have to fit into that category. And then you have to play the game! [DJ, 2010] 
 
 307 
This insistence on smaller-scale (as opposed to continental) identification, whether 
national or regional, was a common theme among respondents who were frustrated by 
lazy and one-dimensional commentary about ‘Africa’ which acted as though it was all 
the same. Chapter six noted how some curators and artists like to point out the number 
of African countries, their varying sizes and landscapes and their rich and complex 
histories, to counteract stereotypes and develop more nuanced and complex 
geographical understandings of what ‘Africa’ might refer to. Echoing Danda’s 
emphasis on the role of national identities, Bridget Baker explained: 
 
The massive thing is, Africa, it’s not a continent. I mean, it’s really – I don’t know if anybody 
from Africa would say that it is. It’s just unfathomable. The connections are – you almost 
don’t know where the connections are. It’s not like with Europe, so a Prussian prince would 
marry into – it’s not even like that. Through trade, definitely, and now what’s really 
interesting is how people are streaming into South Africa from Rwanda, and the Congo, and 
Zimbabwe, especially. That is quite interesting, Zimbabwean and South Africans’ relations, 
and the Zimbabwean artists who’ve moved into South Africa. [BB, 2010] 
 
Fred Mann also emphasised the complicated relationships between different African 
countries, and the need to understand them in order to appreciate the subtleties of art 
production from different contexts on the continent: 
 
If you think of [Africa] in a similar way to Europe, there are so many prejudices, continentally 
in Europe – the Irish, don’t like the – or the Spanish, or the Belgians don’t like the French – 
you know, Africa’s full of that. The way that certain people from certain countries feel 
prejudiced against other countries. […] For example, I met a really interesting Nigerian artist, 
when I was in Johannesburg, who has moved to Johannesburg. So he’s working as a Nigerian 
contemporary artist, in South Africa. And the biggest cultural prejudice, in South Africa, is 
against migrant Nigerian workers. […] They all think that Nigerians are coming to take their 
wealth. […] And he’s arrived there and said, I’m an artist. and I want to live in Johannesburg. 
And he’s making it work – really challenging stuff. So for him, when you talk about African 
art – that’s tough stuff. To be a cultural migrant in that way. But then of course it’s very 
difficult if you’re an African artist and you come and work in London. [FM, 2011] 
 
As Fred’s closing comment suggests, and as the preceding discussion implies, it is 
perhaps when arriving in the West that such individuals – artists in Africa, of different 
nationalities – become ‘African artists’. For many of my interviewees, this situation 
indicated the dominance of Eurocentric outlooks and categories within the art world, 
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and is a ‘trap’ [NP, 2010] that must be avoided through the assiduous application of 
geographically-specific knowledge. 
 
On the other hand, Danda’s earlier comment about artists’ desire to be known simply 
as ‘contemporary artists’ recalls much of the discussion of chapter six, and shows that 
for many, the importance of recognising geographical complexity is less a case of 
making smaller, more specific ‘boxes’ or tracing particular connections and 
circumstances, and more of freeing up a fragmented and ambiguous space of 
belonging. In a similarly ‘questioning’ approach and with an awareness of the 
sensitivities around ‘naming’, as outlined above, Studio Museum curator Naomi 
Beckwith described her tactics for encouraging a sense of the multiplicities contained 
in the African continent. Significantly, she also raised the question of imaginative 
geographies in relation to how she judges her approach to such issues:  
 
Well, there’s a semantic thing that you can do, which is you can say, ‘art from Africa’, rather 
than ‘African art’. Because when the ‘African’ becomes an adjective, that already is part of 
the conceptual problematic. And the second thing is you turn it on them – like, what would 
you call English art? […] They’re like, that’s an absurd question. Well, why is it absurd for 
one context and not another, much bigger context? What would you call the state of European 
art? Or what is contemporary European art? […] So what’s interesting to me is the way these 
things get read on certain places. And I think that via ignorance, and I don’t mean this in a 
pejorative sense, but via a kind of lack of experience, visiting, what have you, this idea that 
Africa still remains a kind of ‘dark continent’, and as such can easily be flattened, and 
becomes very, very small in people’s imaginations. So one can assume that something very 
distinct can come out of the entirety and the totality of it. Whereas one allows for a kind of 
multiplicity and a fractalisation of experience and cultural histories in a US context, and a 
European context, what have you, in a way that people don’t allow it in Africa. So I think 
what you have to do is – 
 
To allow that. 
 
Or point out the fact that they haven’t been doing it. I mean, the first step is to say, let’s think 
about how you’ve been imagining Africa in the first place. And when you begin to think about 
the vastness of it, then you understand that – well, it can’t be just this unitary thing. [NB, 
2010] 
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In this way, for Naomi, rather than a monolithic entity to be either asserted or 
deconstructed, ‘Africa’ becomes a gesture towards a theme, which then recedes into 
the background to make way for the art work itself: 
 
For me it’s almost mentally impossible to collapse things, into a kind of contemporary African 
art aesthetic. There are books that try, but I think even so, they’ve been careful to say, here’s a 
region, here are themes – something that kind of opens up the practice. [You] choose 
thematics, and think about the work under these kind of conceptual thematics, rather than 
locality. And if you want to talk about locality, like Africa, you keep the terms as broad as 
possible. It just becomes a parameter by which you curate, you know. It’s a parameter by 
which you choose the artists, or you choose the work, but you don’t really read the work 
through Africa. You just say that the artists, or the objects, are somehow a product of that 
continent. And then this is the way we think of the work. [NB, 2010] 
 
Naomi’s emphasis on opening up concepts recalls David Dibosa’s interest in ‘Africa’ 
as a ‘discursive tool’ that may be used to question given understandings of the 
continent and create space for new, more nuanced imaginative geographies. Her 
approach also resonates with the arguments put forward earlier, where curators and 
artists seek to move beyond geographical frames of reference to focus on the artworks 
themselves.  
 
Christine Takengny’s curatorial practice is also led by the work and its subject, but for 
her, this means that tackling geographical stereotypes is not something she tends to 
address directly. In our conversation about categorisation in exhibitions, my questions 
about geographical complexity initially caused some confusion: 
 
Is the idea of Africa as one place, is that something that’s important to you when you’re 
putting together exhibitions? 
 
What you mean, as one place? 
 
I mean like we were just talking about, how people might not think of Africa as a collection of 
different places, they might think of it as one big place. Yeah. Do you think that is something 
that’s important when you’re working on exhibitions? 
 
You mean, to show that it’s not one big place? 
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Yeah.  
 
Is this something I’m thinking about? Not really. I mean, I’m really interested in a specific 
artwork, and it doesn’t really – sometimes it doesn’t really need to have to do anything with 
that place. I don’t know. I mean, in the mapping exhibition, there’s Otobong Nkanga, I was 
interested in her work because I saw she works with maps. And mapping. But in the end it 
turns out she looks at the oil-rich delta in Nigeria, for example. But it wasn’t like – the first 
artist working about the oil-rich delta in Nigeria, let’s include her because she’s working about 
this specific place. No. Or for example, [Pascale Marthine] Tayou, the work he had in the last 
Venice biennial was about contemporary working conditions all over the world. And I think 
that’s, yeah, something… I would do an exhibition let’s say about working conditions. I 
would consider his work, but not because he’s from Cameroon. [CT, 2010]12 
 
My initial difficulty in articulating my question to Christine in a way that she could 
understand highlights her commitment to thematic – as opposed to geographically-
defined – curatorial practice, as discussed earlier. It also perhaps points to the reasons 
why curatorial practice has not always been explicit about the ways in which it 
approaches questions of geography. Ironically, Christine’s example of the exhibition 
about mapping reveals a keen sense of critical approaches to geographical knowledge-
making in a cartographic sense. She seems less interested in the idea of critiquing 
particular imaginative geographies of Africa, yet through her inclusion of interesting 
art from and about Nigeria alongside work from other parts of the world, she is 
arguably more successful at this than large ‘African’ exhibitions which wear their 
ambitions on their sleeves but ultimately end up reaffirming a seemingly uniform 
geographical space. 
 
The question of Africa’s complexity or uniformity takes on another interesting 
dimension when approached on an individual level, as a researcher. In chapter five, 
we saw that some curators place great importance on ‘journeying’ to and within 
Africa themselves, and throughout my fieldwork, an interesting slippage emerged 
between recognition of nuance and/or demands for specificity, on the one hand, and 
the value attributed to direct personal experience of ‘Africa’, on the other. I was 
repeatedly asked the same two questions: Which part of Africa are you looking at? 
                                                
12 Christine is referring to the exhibition she co-curated, Whose Map Is It? New Mapping by artists, at 
Iniva at Rivington Place, London, 2nd June – 24th July 2010. 
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and then, Have you been to Africa? The first question demands geographical 
specificity, while the second forgets this demand in its eagerness for a first-hand, all-
embracing account; the desire for eye-witness authenticity – the ‘having been there’ – 
ignores the impossibility of one person ‘being’ anywhere the size of an entire 
continent. The following excerpt from my conversation with art patron Robert 
Devereux illustrates this tendency: 
 
You’ve also got to remember that you can’t talk about Africa – I can talk a little bit about East 
Africa, but I really don’t know that much about West Africa, because I haven’t been there. I 
mean, I’ve read about West Africa, but you know, that’s why I’m so keen that you go to 
Africa, because I think it’s very hard to really understand these issues until you’ve actually 
been to the place. Because you learn so much by just being there. And East Africa and West 
Africa are two completely different places. And Kenya’s a completely different place from 
Tanzania, let alone East from West! [RD, 2010, my emphasis] 
 
Here, although Robert expresses a critical approach to the idea of ‘Africa’, he also 
demonstrates the still-powerful notion of what ‘going to Africa’ in general can do for 
understandings of ‘the place’. 
 
The question of complexity in contemporary African art (and art more generally) has 
become even more pressing in recent years with growing recognition that artists may 
be drawing from and addressing not only local, national and continental contexts, but 
global ones. For Studio Museum curator Naomi Beckwith, it is vital to address this 
issue in order that artists’ work is interpreted intelligently, and is neither ‘flattened’ to 
a non-specific ‘global’ category, nor limited to a ‘regional’ one: 
 
I think it’s hard to sort of break things down to anything larger than a nation, at best. 
However, at the same time, we are talking about a contemporary context that is very much in 
conversation with globalism. So in many ways, you are going to be talking about a practice by 
artists who are aware of things happening around the continent, in Europe, in the States, who 
are looking at things and more than likely gathering ideas from artists who are from 
elsewhere. And so on the one hand, for a certain group of artists that might start to flatten their 
practice a little bit, but on the other hand, I do think there’s a kind of specificity that has to be 
allowed for regions and so forth. That’s a kind of pragmatic issue. But then also when you 
begin to talk, like broad sweeping terms, about contemporary African art, you begin to also 
flatten out possibilities of a kind of discussion. About what that art is doing. [NB, 2010] 
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As she argues, with this level of geographical complexity, where there are nested 
levels of connections on different scales, a term like ‘contemporary African art’ 
immediately starts to seem quite inadequate. I explore these issues in more detail in 
the concluding part of this chapter. 
 
 
Bringing Africa into ‘the international conversation’ 
 
I have been arguing throughout this thesis about the growing significance of a global 
outlook and connections in today’s contemporary art world, but as many of the 
examples already discussed have shown, there are geographies to the ‘global’.13 As 
chapter three argued, some places are especially well-integrated into global artistic 
conversations, acting as hubs and exerting an often irresistible draw for artists and 
those working with them. In the case of New York, Skoto Aghahowa noted the city’s 
position at the crossroads of wider networks, and how this inspired the founding of his 
gallery: 
 
[There were] various voices starting coming into this whole dialogue of globalism, and how 
you deal with those issues. Issues of representation. […] Especially here in New York, with 
the whole multitude of people passing through from different cultures and everything. I 
thought it was a very exciting place to [set up a gallery]. So that’s the basis for it. […] Here in 
New York, it’s a crossroads for artists, a lot of folks come in. And also for the gallery, we’re 
more interested in engaging in a broader dialogue with the art world, the art community here. 
So for example, what is Africa? What constitutes Africa itself? Is it the geography, or is it the 
whole consciousness that goes through it? [SA, 2010] 
 
                                                
13 In Doreen Massey’s formulation (which I also noted in chapter two), ‘[u]nderstanding space as the 
constant open production of the topologies of power points to the fact that different ‘places’ will stand 
in contrasting relations to the global. They are differentially located within the wider power-
geometries. Mali and Chad, most certainly, may be understood as occupying positions of relative 
powerlessness. But London, or the USA, or the UK? These are places in and through which 
globalisation is produced: the moments through which the global is constituted, invented, coordinated’. 
See Massey, For Space, p. 101. 
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His sense of how to be a successful gallerist in a global city like New York recalls 
many of the more practically-oriented points made in chapter five, and also parallels 
debates around Africa’s position within the global art system more generally: 
 
I think your location is very important. You have to make sure that you have a space among 
the mainstream audience, where people can come in and engage that art from different 
perspectives. You don’t want to show the art in isolation. For example, in this building, you 
can go from floor to floor and see art from different backgrounds. So for me, I think those are 
the issues that were of paramount concern to me. Where the work can be put in a critical 
space, and people can encounter it. Some of these artists – they are not sticking to coming in 
through the back door. Just give them a level playing field. [SA, 2010] 
 
Skoto also emphasised the importance of different cities’ historical trajectories, which 
may trace former colonial ties and related migration patterns, but also relate to trade 
links and economic status. New York’s connectedness and diversity, combined with 
its extensive art infrastructure, gives it a ‘certain energy’ [SA, 2010] which means that 
artists from all over the world gravitate towards it and want to show their art in the 
city, and these geographies of connection and influence play an important role in 
structuring the art world globally. Some scholars have recently sought to question the 
assumption that isolation from art world centres is necessarily a drawback, by 
examining instances where artists and institutions in apparently ‘peripheral’ locations 
have created their own highly productive networks across multiple sites and scales; 
clearly, not every city can play the role of an ‘art capital’.14 Nevertheless, despite the 
growing polycentrism of the art world, being in some kind of dialogue with the 
dominant global art centres is still, for most, an important part of participating 
successfully in the international contemporary art world.  
 
In the case of Africa and its art, as we have seen, there has been a widespread popular 
perception that the continent is largely cut off from the rest of the world. Chapter five, 
as well as my experiences with Money in Bamako and London, showed that there is 
some truth in the idea that communications and the exchange of ideas, objects and 
                                                
14 Hannah Neate has recently discussed the ‘positive provincialism’ of the Midland Group Gallery in 
Nottingham in the 1960s and 1970s, arguing that ‘by positioning themselves as part of an art world that 
was both polycentric and international, the Midland Group Gallery used their provincial status as an 
effective mechanism for keeping hold of a recognisable identity as a provincial gallery with a 
formidable reputation for cutting edge exhibitions’. See Neate, ‘Provinciality and the art world’, p. 291. 
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people within and beyond Africa is still frequently more difficult than comparable 
transactions between, say, Europe and the United States. However, as some of my 
interviewees implied, this is perhaps a self-fulfilling prophecy; the notion that 
working in/with African countries is simply too difficult means that often, too little is 
done to make the infrastructural improvements that might make such projects less 
challenging.15 Moreover, as recent developments show, art institutions and artists in 
Africa are in fact speaking to and participating in the international art world from 
increasingly sophisticated platforms.  
 
A two-fold strategy is therefore discernible among those working in the field. First, 
there are efforts to analyse and make improvements to Africa’s integration with (and 
position within) the international art world on a practical level; many of these were 
discussed in chapter five. Second, there are attempts transform the way that this issue 
is understood, by seeking to uncover the biases and ideologies informing debates on 
the topic. In particular, efforts are made to counteract Africa’s perceived remoteness 
by bringing it into ‘the international conversation’, demonstrating that it participates 
in global issues, and does not exist (and never has existed) in geographical or 
historical isolation. Such strategies raise many interesting geographical conundrums, 
which speak directly to the wider critical conceptualisations of place – particularly its 
co-constitutive nature, across different scales – that I highlighted at the outset of this 
thesis. These ideas form the basis of this concluding part of chapter seven.  
 
For Senegalese artist Abdoulaye Ndoye, Africa is as global as anywhere: 
 
You know, it’s a global world. […] There was an Italian dealer who came to Senegal, and 
came to visit me in my house, to see my work. And I just served him a drink, orange juice. 
And he said, oh, I’m drinking the same orange juice in Italy! It’s globalisation. We’re using 
the same cars, same electricity… now it’s contemporary. It’s a modern world. That’s it. But 
there’s a lot of curators – their problem is just to search about ethnic, exotic things. 
                                                
15 A good example of this phenomenon is the Rencontres de Bamako, which I discussed earlier. On the 
surface, this event appears to be a good example of international collaborative work: it takes place in 
Africa, and involves and facilitates extensive exchange between African photographers and 
international curators (from Africa and elsewhere). However, in conversation with attendees at the 
event, it became clear that the vast majority of the artwork is in fact produced in print studios in Paris, 
and shipped over to Bamako for the biennale. To date, there has been little investment in the local art 
infrastructure in order to develop professional facilities that are capable of supporting an international 
art event, and participation from local audiences is minimal. 
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Do you think it would be possible to have something that’s called contemporary African art 
without this exotic element to it? 
 
Yeah, that’s the way that things have to be. 
 
So how can we do that? 
 
It’s like if you compare me and my grandparents, it’s different. […] I’m a contemporary 
person! I’m a city man – I was born in the area where there was electricity, running water. 
[…] Maybe for other people who were born in the village, and they don’t have that, they’ve 
grown up in the countryside – maybe. But […] I didn’t grow up in that area, that type of life. 
That’s the reason why I say, it’s just me. I don’t talk for all the people. [AN, 2010] 
 
Reflecting the discussion of geographical complexity highlighted in the previous 
section, Abdoulaye’s comments offer a nuanced view of differential connectedness in 
Senegal, and suggest the importance of recognising the complex geographies of 
participation in the ‘global’ (not least for curators hunting for the ‘exotic’). But while 
Abdoulaye emphasised Africa’s global connections, an alternative view was raised by 
curator Annabelle Mu’azu, who recounted her experiences at the supposedly 
‘international’ fair Art Dubai in 2009: 
 
I was impressed [by the event], but what shocked me was that whilst there was a huge influx 
of artists, artwork from America, Europe, the UK, and obviously because it’s in Dubai there 
was a lot of art from the Middle East, there was nothing on Africa.  
 
Nothing at all? 
 
I tell a lie. October Gallery were there, and they had one piece by El [Anatsui], a small piece 
[…] and a small piece by Nnenna Okore. And that was it. And I was like, this is supposed to 
be an international thing, what has happened to the massive continent called Africa? Yet 
again, we’re being marginalised, or not being given the opportunity to showcase… […] So it 
was after that, I thought, we’ve got to address this, in a way that the Dubai audience can really 
appreciate what’s coming out of Africa […] and cooperate, and begin dialogue. Because we’re 
kind of going through the same sort of thing. […] For me, it wasn’t a money-making thing. It 
was about exposing African art to a new audience. [AM, 2010] 
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As we have seen, the marginalisation that Annabelle identifies, coupled with a clichéd 
sense of Africa’s ‘apartness’ as the ‘dark continent’ cut off from the rest of the world, 
is to a certain extent ingrained into Western imaginative geographies. This is arguably 
reaffirmed through the seemingly ‘natural’ application of a continental ‘African’ 
category, not least in galleries, museums and art events through the kinds of processes 
and practices that I have been exploring throughout this thesis. 
 
This thorny question of Africa’s relationship with ‘the international’ or ‘the global’ 
(which I use here interchangeably), and the very meaning of ‘international’ within the 
art world, can be probed more deeply by examining Africa’s involvement (or not) in 
events such as Art Dubai. Discussions around the terms of inclusion and participation 
in international events, and whether these are uniform for all countries and continents, 
highlight continued sensitivities about patronising treatment of Africa. Although few 
would disagree that African art and artists ought to be present at international art 
events, for some, the very idea of ‘inclusion’ is evidence of an essentially paternalistic 
attitude. A good illustration of this comes from a recent debate at the Dakar biennale 
between internationally-renowned curators Simon Njami and Jack Persekian, in which 
Jack Persekian proposed an alternative biennale model in African contexts.16 
Persekian’s argument rested on what he saw as Africa’s unique condition, and the 
idea that the biennale model originated in the West and therefore should not be 
imposed elsewhere. Njami, meanwhile, felt that the Western biennale model was 
suitable in all contexts, African or not.17 Nigel Prince, who witnessed the discussion, 
told me that Njami 
 
                                                
16 This debate took place during a closed session at the Dak’Art biennale in 2008, and was reported to 
me by Nigel Prince. 
17 Both Njami and Persekian’s arguments here seem to imply that there is a recognised ‘Western 
biennale model’ that is currently employed throughout the international contemporary art world; their 
disagreement is over whether Africa should partake of it or not. As chapter two discussed, there is truth 
in the idea of an increasingly homogenised international ‘biennale model’ to the extent that it can 
encourage nomadic, self-referential and repetitive practice. However, the biennale circuit also has its 
own geographies, which deserve greater attention. For instance, the Korean curator Young Chul Lee 
notes that ‘international biennales in Asian countries are understood as part of the cultural industries by 
politicians, city officials, local people, and even by local artists; they are not interested in transnational, 
global contexts or in the issues of contemporary art. Those issues are for a few specialists’. Some 
would argue that this is in fact the case in the majority of biennales, and that they all primarily serve 
political and economic purposes; yet the ways that this gets played out in different geographical 
contexts deserves further investigation. See Young Chul Lee, ‘Curating in a Global Age’, in 
Cautionary Tales: Critical Curating, ed. by Steven Rand and Heather Kouris (New York: apexart, 
2007), pp. 108-118, p. 116; see also Stallabrass, ‘Art Incorporated’. 
 317 
used the analogy of international football, interestingly. He said, international football has a 
set of rules that are recognised worldwide. […] And he said, there’s been enough of a history 
of the West making a particular case for Africa. He felt it was patronising to somehow think 
that African could somehow be excused, by not having to meet the standards as it were of 
presentation, of selection, of display, etc, that pertains to a biennale that is presented in the 
West. […] I understand the argument he was making. Because certainly on the opening day 
[of Dak’Art], with the ruler of Senegal – they were still finishing the installations, and things 
like the labels on the walls were not finished, and [there] were little hand-written notes from a 
notepad, torn out and dropped on the floor. And Simon Njami was saying how embarrassed he 
was as an African, that there were all were all these people from all over the world, not just 
from the West, you’ve got all the government people there, and actually, things aren’t 
finished. […] If countries are part of the bigger global conversation, then the entry into that 
global conversation needs to be on a par, not somehow an excuse to be at a different level. 
Because that’s an incredibly patronising position to take. [NP, 2010] 
 
As Nigel’s comments imply, underlying inequalities may be at the root of some of the 
problems of incorporating African art, artists and venues into international circuits, 
especially the lack of material resources and funding, and the poorly-developed 
professionalisation and inadequate communications networks discussed in chapter 
five. However, such issues feed into wider, more abstract problems concerning 
imaginative geographies and inequalities of representation, expectation and power. In 
many ways, Nigel’s account echoes the points discussed earlier about artists’ concerns 
about the way they are labelled as ‘African artists’, and their dislike of receiving 
‘special treatment’. 
 
If the case of Dak’Art highlights the weight of the idea of the ‘global’ through 
sensitivities over ‘inclusion’, the example of South Africa enables us to unpack how 
this seemingly all-embracing spatial category is located and conceptualised. In South 
Africa, as we saw in chapters four and five, there are a number of galleries and events 
(such as the Jo’burg Art Fair) which attempt to facilitate connections with the 
international contemporary art system. Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the location of 
most ‘global art centres’, they are almost exclusively oriented towards the West, 
resulting in a very particular understanding of where international contemporary art is 
located, as Kerryn Greenberg notes: 
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For South Africans, it’s a case of you’ve made it once you’re recognised abroad. By that I 
mean London, New York, Paris, Berlin etc. 
 
Abroad does not mean the rest of Africa? 
 
No, it means in the West. You’ve made it when you have a gallery in New York. And so that 
was always the benchmark by which artists were judged, and I think that’s quite unhealthy for 
the art scene, because it meant that it didn’t develop in a normal way. [KG, 2010] 
 
South Africa’s enhanced relationship with the international art world compared with 
most other African countries was emphasised by Geeta Chagan, who suggested that 
South African art holds more global appeal. I questioned her further: 
 
What do you think are the main differences there?  
 
Erm… it’s a tricky one, because I’ve also noticed a lot of the artists from Africa have either 
studied in Europe, or they’ve studied in London, or they’ve done internships or things. It’s 
really hard to pinpoint. I have noticed that South African artists leap on dramatically from the 
apartheid era. […] It’s become sort of post-political, and more identity. […] I don’t think you 
can pinpoint the differences. But I’m more interested in the quality of work that’s produced, 
and I think the fundamental sort of link is that they – the work is not essentially ‘African’ art, 
what people classify as sort of traditional methods, but more sort of a underlying theme, so it’s 
whether they’ve been inspired by the landscape, or the materials, but internationally people 
relate to it. So it’s been interesting bringing the work up here [to the UK], and people don’t 
immediately think it’s from Africa, which I find quite interesting. [GC, 2010] 
 
As she notes, the ability to relate to something coming out of Africa on a global level 
is still, for some, unexpected. Geeta enjoys challenging her audience’s assumptions by 
showing that work from Africa can be internationally relevant; in this sense, South 
African art seems an ideal focus for her, allowing her to experiment with balancing 
‘global’ accessibility against a certain marketable ‘African-ness’. 
 
Identifying which artists have potentially ‘global’ relevance and which speak only to a 
‘local’ audience is not an easy or neutral exercise, however. Christine Kreamer spoke 
of her work at NMAfA in this respect, apparently relying to a significant degree on 
intuition, aesthetic canons and a sense of ‘global’ thematic content: 
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[You get a feel for] what distinguishes a work that’s speaking at a global level, that has an 
integrity and a power and a strength that stands up to the best contemporary from any place in 
the world, versus something that’s a little more locally generated, and locally valued. […] 
There are plenty of fine artists out there, who are very proficient in what they do, you know, 
African artists, but you put them next to a [William] Kentridge, for example, or a Julie 
Mehretu, or any of the big heavy-hitter major artists, and it’s, er, they don’t hold up. One will 
dominate the other.  
 
Why do you think that is? 
 
Maybe they weren’t really players, you know, global players. I think the kinds of art that 
we’re collecting and exhibiting now are sort of much more palatable on a global contemporary 
scene. They’re speaking to issues of identity, and history, and complexity, and diaspora, and 
all of that. And not just sort of somewhat reflecting (a) [the] medium, like printmaking, and 
(b), connections to local culture, to local tales. There’s nothing wrong with that – if I were to 
do a history of printmaking, for example, I could very easily put in Kentridge down to, you 
know, Bruce Onobrakpeya, from Nigeria, who’s a master printmaker, but his aesthetic is 
much more grounded in what I would call local aesthetic canons. And that’s without knowing 
very much about all of this, but it’s a feeling I have, and I think it would bear out if we were to 
look at some of these artists. [CK, 2010] 
 
In chapters four and five, we saw that artists in African cities like Lagos may lack the 
resources, training and wider exposure to be able to work beyond ‘local’ themes; 
Christine noted this problem too, and this situation has led some artists to relocate to 
more ‘international’ positions, as I discuss later. However, Christine’s comments were 
also revealing of how content and quality in artworks is evaluated, and how this 
intersects with notions of the ‘global’. It became apparent that judgements on whether 
or not the conversations that artists are participating in are sufficiently ‘global’ 
ultimately rest with Western art professionals and audiences, who needless to say 
generally have a particular view of what ‘global’ means. Continuing with her 
comparison between Bruce Onobrakpeya and William Kentridge, Christine argued:  
 
I mean, you look at a Kentridge, for example, it’s located in South African apartheid history 
and oppression and so forth, but that could be any industrial place […] or any worker being 
burdened by the concerns of the day and the social and economic issues and so on. So it has a 
broader application, let’s say, than a work […] by Bruce Onobrakpeya, talking about a 
particular rendition of a Nigerian folk tale, or a particular moment in the Biafran war. That 
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makes a very specific reference, and unless you know that history, it doesn’t necessarily have 
a broader appeal. [CK, 2010] 
 
Thus, engagement with apartheid is seen to be ‘global’, while engagement with the 
Biafran war is ‘local’. Both artists have exhibited internationally, but Kentridge 
undoubtedly has a higher profile in the wider contemporary art world.18 For Christine, 
Kentridge has a ‘broader appeal’ than Onobrakpeya, yet as she implies, in some ways, 
both artists work in similar ways: both are printmakers, and both draw extensively on 
their national histories. The question of what constitutes ‘broad appeal’ in the art 
world therefore a tricky one, as it is tied up with not simply artists’ practices, but also 
wider (generally Western) expectations about what contemporary art looks like, what 
issues and histories it addresses, and where it comes from.  
 
I have been arguing that Africa’s relationship with the ‘international’ is a fraught one, 
both because of the perception – and still, to a large extent, the fact – that the 
international contemporary art world is located outside Africa, and because of related 
sensitivities about whether, to what extent and on what terms Africa participates in it. 
This situation leads to interesting and often contradictory demands on artists 
attempting to negotiate these complex geographies. According to John Picton, for 
artists,  
 
the crucial problem is how to be able to operate as an African in an international art world, 
and how to retain something of Africa, and… in that international world. So you need to be 
able to work with an African patronage, with African material, but at the same time you need 
to be able to respond to world, international interests. So you have this sort of double thing. 
[JP, 2010] 
 
This doubling – African and international – is a difficult task, but is one that is 
increasingly familiar to artists from African countries who seek to penetrate the 
                                                
18 William Kentridge has made a number of solo presentations in major Western contemporary art 
institutions in recent years, including the exhibition William Kentridge: Five Themes, at the Museum of 
Modern Art, New York, 24th February – 17th May 2010. Bruce Onobrakpeya’s most high-profile show 
to date is Where Gods and Mortals Meet: Continuity and Renewal in Urhobo Art, which was presented 
at NMAfA, the Museum for African Art and smaller US venues in 2004-2006; tellingly, this show 
toured to institutions specialising in African art (rather than contemporary art) and presented 
Onobrakpeya’s work in dialogue with more historic African art forms. 
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international art world and who, as Smooth Nzewi commented in chapter six, wear 
different ‘caps’ depending on whom they are addressing.  
 
Dual ‘African’ and ‘international’ status has arguably been achieved by a select group 
of established artists, of whom the Ghana-born, Nigeria-based artist El Anatsui is 
perhaps the best-known.19 Although El’s work draws on ‘African’ themes and forms, 
it also has a ‘global aesthetic’ and broad appeal, as Ayo Adeyinka notes: 
 
People look at his work and think, this could have been made by anybody. It’s one of the few 
pieces where you think – not in an easy way, I mean, this could have been made by the most 
competent Japanese artist. The work is indefinable. It’s colourful, it’s bright, it’s not ‘African’ 
in that respect. But his expression is completely African, because if you trace it back to kente 
cloths, you see all this – but he’s completely contemporised his own interpretation of Africa. 
And he’s done it successfully. But people still respect the fact that he did it while he was 
based on the continent. If he did it here [in London], then it might have been – maybe he got 
the inspiration from […] Trafalgar Square, or Leicester Square. But no, he didn’t. […] When 
it’s finally presented, it doesn’t really strike me as being typically African, at all. That’s a 
global artist, because he has a global aesthetic, in that sense. But, it’s completely African. I 
think that’s the trickiest thing to achieve, is to take something obviously inspired by your own 
space, but make it completely accessible to everybody else, visually anyway. [AA, 2011] 
 
El has thus been extremely successful at negotiating the space between ‘African’ and 
‘global’, yet there are perhaps certain paradoxes in how he has achieved this. I asked 
Ayo to elaborate on his comment that El’s credentials depend to a certain extent on 
the fact that he has built and maintained his international career while based in 
Nigeria, and he responded:  
 
If you do like El Anatsui did, develop yourself in your own continent, make a name for 
yourself, build up a reputation, and then move to London – everybody would be very glad. If 
he moved to London, there would be lots of London institutions that would be so, so happy to 
have him around. But if you haven’t already built that career, wherever you’ve built that 
career, you’re not going to get the phone calls. 
 
But do you think he would have the same reputation, if he lived in London? 
                                                
19 Other artists that could be considered members of this group include Romuald Hazoumè, Nnenna 
Okore, Ibrahim El Salahi, Wangechi Mutu, Atta Kwami, Georges Adeagbo, Pascale Marthine Tayou 
and Meschac Gaba. 
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No, he wouldn’t.  
 
Part of it is to do with him living there, isn’t it? 
 
Living out there, yeah. [AA, 2011] 
 
Therefore it is not simply the perception of a ‘global aesthetic’ (or lack thereof) in an 
artist’s work that determines whether they are seen as ‘international’ or not; it is 
perceptions about the artist as an individual, and imaginative geographies about the 
circumstances and places in which they work. El’s international reputation has been 
shaped by his connections with October Gallery and other Africa-focused institutions 
outside Africa, he spends large amounts of time overseas, and his success would 
certainly allow him to relocate to the West permanently if he wished to; as Chili 
Hawes commented in chapter six, to refer to El as an ‘African artist’ would be to 
ignore his multiple activities and connections worldwide, and his desire to be seen as 
a ‘world artist’. Yet at least part of his appeal arguably rests on the ‘authenticity’ 
conferred by his continued physical ties with his ‘roots’ in West Africa.20 It is hard to 
say whether El has transcended perceptions of this rooted-ness as being somehow 
‘local’ and limited, or whether there is still a sense in which he is (perhaps 
strategically, or at least knowingly) tied up with expectations of a more local 
‘African-ness’. It is equally hard to say whether his critical and market success has 
come about because of the sheer quality and ‘global’ appeal of his work (which is, for 
me, undeniable) or rather as a consequence of the gradual internationalisation of a 
contemporary art world which is finally ‘ready’ for an ‘African artist’ to also be 
‘global’, or a combination of the two. It seems likely that these questions may require 
several years’ hindsight to answer. Either way, as the first African artist from outside 
South Africa to achieve a kind of synthesis between his status as an ‘African’ and 
                                                
20 My comments here are mainly restricted to perceptions of El and how his work is received. It is 
problematic to speculate on El’s own reasons for working in Nigeria, as there is a danger of implying a 
decision on his part to shun the advantages of being based in the West, thereby re-inscribing the 
geographic hierarchies of the art world that this thesis aims to unpack. El is undoubtedly aware of the 
politics behind what might seem like a surprising yet strategic decision; however, the fact that his 
principle artistic materials – Nigerian liquor-bottle tops, for instance – are readily available in Nigeria 
is also likely to play a practical role in keeping him there, as is his role as Professor of Sculpture at the 
University of Nigeria, Nsukka, and his upbringing in the region. 
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recognition that he is ‘international’, El and his career arguably stand as a watershed 
moment within the field.21  
 
It is interesting to see how the next generation of artists from Africa is beginning to 
navigate these intricate forms of self-identification in an increasingly global art world. 
With current critical curatorial moves away from geographically-oriented exhibitions, 
and the rising number of artists living and working in the diaspora, it may seem that 
less restrictive spaces are being opened up in which contemporary artists from Africa 
are free to work without the expectation that they be ‘African’. ‘African-ness’ has 
arguably worked in El Anatsui’s favour in some ways, but for other artists, the 
potential for ‘authenticity’ conferred by remaining in Africa is increasingly 
insufficient to dissuade them from moving to a base in the West in order to build their 
careers as international artists.22 Titus Agbara, for example, an emerging artist from 
Nigeria, moved to London in order to position himself on what he perceived to be a 
more international platform: 
 
So on balance, are you glad that you’ve spent time here [in London], being an artist, or do 
you think it would have been better to stay in Nigeria? 
 
I believe it’s better staying here, because here has a wider way of promoting the art. Not really 
in a local level, but as far as you look at it towards being an international artist, definitely, 
you’ll get there some day. I think it’s better to be here […] to just have that international 
recognition. Whenever you’ve got international recognition, wherever you work, it doesn’t 
matter. But as long as you’re still in your country, not really going out to the wider society, 
you may be – a very local artist. But I just want to be international. [TA, 2011] 
 
Nnenna Okore also felt that most artists in Nigeria are comparatively isolated from 
mainstream contemporary art circles, a situation which encouraged her to relocate to 
the US: 
                                                
21 It cannot be overlooked that the South African artists who have achieved the greatest recognition 
internationally have (at least until very recently) been almost exclusively white artists. The implication 
is that South Africa is to a certain extent perceived as familiar to Western audiences and as 
participating in ‘the international’ because of it has a large white population.  
22 It is also sometimes the case that artists based in Africa are simply unaware of the expectation that 
they will be making ‘African art’ until they arrive in ‘global’ cities like London. By the same token, 
however, as we saw in chapter four with the example of Nigeria, making art that is perceived as ‘non-
African’ can lead to problematic relationships with more ‘local’ art scenes in Africa. Needless to say, 
ideas about what this ‘African-ness’ involves may in each case be rather different. 
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How do you think [your career] would have compared if you’d stayed in Nigeria for your 
graduate studies?  
 
Oh gosh. I had the option to do that, but I didn’t feel that it was going to give me the kind of 
opportunities that it would give me if I were here [in the US]. First of all, there was not as 
much access to museums, galleries, information, just meeting artists in the community. […] 
So I was looking for a place where there was a very strong art community, and a place where I 
can get to meet people, see a lot of art, be exposed to a lot of information, and place my work 
in a place that would give me a universal advantage, as opposed to just being on the Nigerian 
scene. So I thought that if I stayed back in Nigeria, I would still be struggling to be seen to be 
reaching out. […] So I need a place, a platform, to grow and to sort of explore, and I feel like 
that wouldn’t have been possible there. Especially because the art community hasn’t mentally 
or visually grown to the level that mainstream art operates on, out here. So I just needed my 
wings to fly, and the only way I could do it was to go out. That was what made me leave. 
[NO, 2010] 
 
As Nnenna suggests, it is perceptions of countries like Nigeria as being ‘set apart’, 
coupled with the realities of their practical ‘apartness’ in terms of contemporary art 
networks, that encourages some artists to leave and reinforces the sense that 
‘Nigerian’ does not overlap with ‘international’. Interestingly, Nnenna also argued 
that the question of ‘African’ identity or labels is often more of a pressing concern for 
artists working on the continent, precisely because they are seen to be on an ‘African’ 
platform that is distinct from (and not part of) the global: 
 
It’s a very sensitive and tricky thing. […] Because I’m a little ambivalent about it all. About 
the name, and how people are referring to it. I think most African artists on the continent are 
more pressed to represent themselves as just artists, and not African artists, because there’s 
this thing about not wanting to be limited in the way that their works are viewed. Because 
there is a resentment for the West […] about the way that they view work from Africa. 
There’s a certain kind of platter that we’re put on! African art is put on a certain platter. It’s 
not put on a global platform. So I think many Africans are trying to get away from that.  
 
[Artists] that are based in Africa? 
 
Yes. Many of them that are based in Africa. Don’t want to be grouped into that box, that 
platform, and put in an African box. They want to be judged with every other person. And I 
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feel that way too, I don’t want to be put in a box. But I don’t mind being referred to as an 
African, because I am. That’s who I am. And I’m proud to be so! [NO, 2010] 
 
Nnenna’s comments highlight once again the idea of juxtaposed imaginative 
geographies, where ideas about place – and the ways these ideas are negotiated 
through identity – are often overlaid and contested differently in different locations. 
 
Earlier, we saw how the career of El Anatsui and his status as a ‘global’ yet also 
‘African’ artist has begun to break down notions of the ‘African platter’ that Nnenna 
refers to, and its supposed distinction from the ‘international’. This process is also 
increasingly occurring on a broader, more systemic level. In chapters four and five, I 
discussed the growth in networked organisations that seek to work beyond existing 
hierarchies and structures in a practical sense, but such work is also occurring at the 
more abstract level of geographical conceptualisations of the field. In the previous 
section we saw that highlighting Africa’s internal complexity is one tactic used to 
challenge rigid notions of Africa as a coherent space; however, such categorisation 
may also be counter-balanced by attempts to highlight geographical threads 
connecting Africa to other parts of the world, in a way that destabilises notions of 
Africa’s separation from the ‘global’. In the case of the British Museum, John Mack 
explained, 
 
I’d always thought that the Wellcome Gallery and the African Gallery, perhaps the other ones 
too, should actually not be seen as if Africa’s a territory apart – it’s nonsense. […] So it 
seemed to me that you should see the museum as a kind of template, which is organised 
geographically, because that’s a kind of coherent, clear way that any visitor can understand. 
But that actually within that, you then create tours that take you to all the other parts of the 
museum. [JM, 2011] 
 
Such strategies have parallels beyond the BM in the contemporary art world, and 
there are a range of different attempts to challenge preconceptions of Africa as 
isolated. In closing this chapter, I want to examine some of the spatial metaphors 
which are employed in this regard, showing how they are themselves revealing of the 
different geographical conceptualisations of Africa that underpin them, and the 
politics of Africa’s relationship with the ‘global’. 
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Kiprop Lagat offered an interesting attempt to conceptualise the complex geographies 
the Nairobi National Museum is embedded in through a kind of spatial grid, where 
connections extend both vertically (into the global) and horizontally (into the local): 
 
I think in the current world that we’re living in, there are a lot of interactions, both vertically 
and horizontally. And when it comes to what I may call vertical interactions – that is between 
the North and the South – for my context, that means between my museum and other 
international museums, or other international artists – I see an active form of engagement, 
whereby there is a lot of exchange of information, exchange of styles, exchange of artworks. 
And as a big museum in that region, we are part of that active international interaction that 
goes on in the art world. We host artists or artworks from different parts of the world, through 
collaborations with artists, or institutions. And at the local level, as a country, we also do a lot 
of exchanges. We host different artists, and in Kenya we also host artists from different parts 
of the country. So I see that interaction going on, on those two different axes. [KL, 2011] 
 
Others appeared to follow a similar conceptualisation of a grid-like space, but through 
their portrayal of African artists and art (and Africa more generally) as set apart and 
needing to be connected up, revealed an underlying assumption that Lagat’s ‘vertical’ 
axis is comparatively weak. For Ed Cross and Robert Devereux, this idea formed the 
basis for the name and driving motivation of their joint collection, Daraja, as Ed 
explained: 
 
I travel out to Africa as much as possible, the idea being to get into the – to network and so on, 
into the wider art world, and actually – Daraja means ‘bridge’ in Swahili, and the original 
intention of Daraja was to sort of help in providing a bridge between African artists and the 
bigger art world, and the Western – well, whatever you call it, the global art world. [EC, 2010] 
 
Likewise, Robert stressed the idea of creating a ‘metaphorical bridge’ to Africa: 
  
[Daraja] means ‘bridge’, and it’s as much a metaphorical bridge as a real bridge, so the word 
was chosen both because it’s quite a nice word, but also because part of the intention of 
Daraja is to create a bridge between African art and I suppose whatever it needs to be joined 
to, but principally probably an audience. Not just an audience of potential purchasers, but an 
audience of people who might be interested in it, and come to appreciate it. [RD, 2010] 
 
The ‘bridge’ metaphor was also used by Nnenna Okore in her description of the work 
of CCA Lagos: 
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[Bisi Silva] is doing some very wonderful things, trying to open up the scope of visual art in 
Nigeria. Even [to] make art in Nigeria, or make art by Nigerians, more visible globally, and 
bringing in artists from outside, finding ways to show work by young, upcoming artists in 
Nigeria, therefore sort of bridging that gap of… 
 
I noticed she’d brought in some artists from Slovenia. 
 
Yes, she does all the time. And it’s very interesting, because most of the time she doesn’t 
necessarily bring them all by herself, but maybe they’re kind of crossing over, or transiting 
through Lagos, or they have other missions that they’re coming for, and she kind of catches 
them and works with them, which is great, and wonderful for many artists. [NO, 2010] 
 
Although a ‘bridge’ may be implicitly two-way, some prefer to make the idea of 
reciprocity more explicit. For Skoto Aghahowa, the idea of ‘dialogue’ is central to his 
practical attempts to facilitate Africa’s participation in the wider conversation of 
contemporary art; in addition to solo shows by artists from Africa, therefore, his 
gallery also pairs artists up to create a conversation: 
 
We’re very concerned about the artists being able to engage in dialogue with their 
counterparts from different parts of the world. So some of the earlier shows I did – bring an 
American artist, and bring and African artist, and engage them in that visual dialogue. So 
people can see these works, and realise that these are individual artists, trying to solve 
complex issues, together, that brings in their own individual experience. So some of those 
shows were critical in terms of people really looking at it, and taking a good hard look. […] 
So it was very interesting – you bring those two artists together. One of the artists, before, I 
didn’t know who he is. What kind of work. They are familiar with him, but the other guy, the 
African artist – they become curious about what those artists are doing. We did a show with 
Sol LeWitt, and El Anatsui, on Prince Street. […] So that was very interesting. [SA, 2010] 
 
Many curators and gallerists held back from commenting directly on the political 
significance of this kind of approach, perhaps due to a sense of their primary 
responsibilities to art ‘as art’, rather than as a political mechanism. Yet the growing 
emphasis on ‘cross-fertilisation’ and creating connections rather than a flow of 
‘assistance’ or attention from one place to another was clearly identifiable and may be 
regarded as a political stance, which is enabled and bolstered by the growth in 
communications and networks I have identified throughout this research. Such 
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approaches were founded on an insistence on the equal value of art and insights from 
Africa as compared with those from the West. For instance, CCA, Lagos’ Jude 
Anogwih implied that sharing and exchange between African places and other places, 
on a equal footing, is far more important than any perceived hierarchies of importance 
or influence: 
 
We focus strongly on African art. But what we do is that we also present African art as a 
platform within the world contemporary art format. So it’s not about isolating African art – 
it’s about creating continuous and multiple links from African art to other world contemporary 
art practices and culture. So there’s no specific focus. We’re not isolated, we don’t have 
strange ideas. We share, and we take in and we give, and we see how each of these build into 
something that can at least improve the continent.  
 
I really liked what you said about ‘platform’ – that’s a really good way of putting it. It’s kind 
of a jumping off point for other things. It’s not restricted to what it is – it helps you get 
somewhere else. 
 
It’s a sharing process. And the most important thing is understanding each other’s differences, 
and keying in to opportunities that can enhance our prospects. So it’s beneficial. It’s 
something that is intelligent – it’s just for people with good intent for contemporary art, all 
over the world. [JA, 2011] 
 
London consultant Ayo Adeyinka also praised Bisi Silva and CCA’s strategy for both 
local and global engagement, and her ability to combine the two: 
 
She goes to talk globally, Finland, London, Germany, the States, and at respectable 
institutions as well – Tate Modern. So she must have something to say. And she has 
something to say because she’s on the ground, and she’s continuously engaging with the 
artists. She comes from a curating background, she knows the stories to present, and how to 
present them. 
 
And to which audience. 
 
To a global audience. Whilst making it relevant to the local audience as well. If you have an 
empty gallery space in Lagos, there’s no point in getting phone calls from… you know. And I 
know a lot about what she’s doing, because we speak about it, but there must be other people 
dotted across the continent. [AA, 2011] 
 
 329 
Ayo picked out CCA’s work with Tate Modern on the exhibition Contested Terrains 
as an example of its successful approach, and as I discussed in earlier chapters, this 
collaboration has indeed arguably been pioneering for the way in which it brought the 
two institutions together as different yet complimentary partners in a mutual project. I 
raised this collaboration with Jude Anogwih, intending to find out more about how it 
had developed, and his interpretation of why I had asked this question, and his 
subsequent response, was fascinating for what it revealed about his emphasis on CCA, 
Lagos’ autonomy and authority as an art centre on a global level:  
 
It seems to me quite a new thing, this collaboration between Tate and CCA. Why has that not 
been happening so far, and why is it happening now? 
 
It’s very interesting. Like I said, CCA is a centre that offers opportunities, and seeks out 
opportunities. What we do is look into the wider space, and see what is beneficial to our 
environment, what we can give out, to enhance the way people perceive our environment, 
from an artistic point of view. So it’s not really something strange, but it’s something that 
actually has come out of a well-thought process and plan. And CCA as an institution is there 
to see that all these ideas, all these possibilities sort of come out, and become real. […] What 
we do is network, create possibilities, that we enhance what we already have, our rich cultural 
background, our rich artistic background, with a strong history in art. So what we do is just try 
to see how we can introduce more interesting sort of avant-garde ideas and projects that can 
enhance all this, and move us continuously to more prospective [sic] times. So it’s not really 
strange, it’s normal.  
 
Maybe I didn’t explain what I meant properly. I’m curious about why it hasn’t happened in 
the past very much. 
 
At every point, there’s always the need to expand the landscape of contemporary art practice. 
And these are some of the processes. And at this point we think it’s better to widen out a little 
more, and collaborating with the Tate is an intelligent approach. And this also expands a 
broader thing that goes on within both continents as places. So we’re just working towards 
expanding the landscape of contemporary art. [JA, 2010] 
 
A similar emphasis on normalising the involvement of African institutions in global 
art conversations (and not seeing it as ‘strange’) emerged from Lisa Binder’s 
assessment of the work of her fellow US curators Laurie Ann Farrell (at Savannah, 
Georgia) and Kinsey Katchka (at North Carolina). Lisa suggested that bringing 
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African artists ‘into the rotation’ was an important way of enabling their work to be 
seen, without making it into a special case:  
 
There’s no African-specific thing about it at all, but because [Laurie] came from where she 
did, and she does contemporary African or knows a lot about that, she includes a lot of artists 
from Africa and the diaspora that relate to Africa, much more than most. So without trying to 
be diverse, or kitschy, or trying too hard, it just becomes part of the conversation. […] But 
she’s really aware of that, and always makes sure to guide that conversation. So I think she 
could be really interesting. […] [Kinsey Katchka] does the same thing Laurie does, where like 
every time there’s a show [at North Carolina], or wherever possible, it’s not just solo show 
about another European or American artist, or even South American or Asian artist, Africa is 
in the rotation, and always on her mind. And that’s huge when you’re a collecting institution. 
She buys it, too. And then it becomes part of the larger conversation. And so there are a 
handful of people that are starting to do that, which is major. [LB, 2010] 
 
These kinds of approaches promote widespread participation in the art world for all 
artists (including those from Africa), without an overt focus on ‘inclusion’ or creating 
a ‘special focus’. As a response to the sensitivities over patronising treatment of 
Africa, which I discussed earlier in relation to Dak’Art, this approach seems to hold 
significant promise. 
 
 
* 
 
 
This chapter has explored how artists, curators and others in the contemporary 
African art world engage with geographical terms and categorisations within their 
field, and geographical conceptualisations of the world more generally, in order to 
organise and make sense of their professional practices, positions and debates, and to 
‘control what they know’. I began by using the mega-show Africa Remix to highlight 
the complex factors behind the persistence of the ‘African’ category in contemporary 
art exhibitions, and to show the multiple and conflicting practical and conceptual 
considerations faced by curators and artists working in the field. This example also 
served to reveal the juxtapositions between ‘on-the-ground’ and imaginative 
geographies that such regionally-defined, mobile shows can produce. Next, I 
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reconsidered sensitivities around the terms ‘contemporary’, ‘African’ and ‘art’ more 
generally, both in terms of wider discourse within the field, and in terms of the 
specific naming strategies used to position institutions and businesses within it. 
Lastly, the chapter drew attention to certain ways of understanding of the world 
geographically – through the tension between simplicity and complexity in spatial 
categorisation, conceptualisations of place, the idea of the ‘international’, and 
particular spatial metaphors – and their significance for the practical operations and 
imaginative geographies of the field of contemporary African art, and how these 
intersect. In the concluding chapter of this thesis, I revisit these points alongside 
arguments from earlier chapters, and reflect on what this research has contributed to 
work on geography and art, through the lens of contemporary African art.
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Chapter Eight 
 
Conclusions 
 
 
I began this thesis with an account of the making of the exhibition Money In Bamako 
and London, by way of introducing some of its key ideas, problems and questions. 
Now, in drawing the discussion to a close, I want to reflect on another recent event in 
the contemporary African art calendar in London, which unfolded quite differently 
with regard to its form and content, and to my connection with it. ‘Africa Sci-Fi 
Screening’ took place at the Southbank Centre in July 2012, and was part of the same 
Africa Utopia series that produced the ‘Art Connect’ event discussed in chapter five. 
It was also concurrent with an exhibition on the same topic at the Arnolfini Gallery in 
Bristol, which I had unfortunately missed and was keen to catch up on by proxy.1 I 
settled myself in the auditorium with high hopes, anticipating entertaining short films 
and informative discussion; but when the event finished after a Q&A session an hour 
or so later, it was amid a storm of protest from the majority of audience members who 
felt that they had been deceived. They had come expecting ‘African Sci-Fi’, and did 
not feel that this was what they had been given. 
 
It was easy to identify some immediate reasons behind their disappointment and 
anger.2 Only two short films were shown, neither of which adhered to popular 
understandings of ‘sci-fi’.3 One of these films, although set in Senegal, was made by 
artist and event panellist Mark Aerial Waller, who is English. The commentary from 
the second panellist, exhibition co-curator Al Cameron, which attempted to frame 
Africa-based sci-fi as a ‘fissure in which new subjects can be seen and heard’, was 
                                                
1 For information on the exhibition, Superpower: Africa in Science Fiction, see 
<http://www.arnolfini.org.uk/whatson/exhibitions/details/1300> [accessed 20th November 2012]. 
2 I reviewed the event in full on the satirical website Africa is a Country. See Evelyn Owen, ‘Utopia 
Unstuck: a review of Africa Utopia’s sci-fi screening’, at Africa is a Country, available at 
<http://africasacountry.com/2012/07/13/utopia-unstuck-a-review-of-africa-utopias-african-sci-fi-
screening/> [accessed 18th October 2012]. 
3 The films shown were Mark Aerial Waller’s Superpower: Dakar Chapter, and Neïl Beloufa’s 
Kempinski. 
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steeped in jargon and largely incomprehensible to a general audience.4 And all three 
panellists, including the third speaker, South African design forecaster Cher Potter, 
were white. As an audience member myself, although I did enjoy one of the films, I 
could sympathise with (if not fully endorse) the subsequent complaints. But as a 
researcher of contemporary African art, I was fascinated by the issue underlying what 
happened, which to me was fundamentally a geographical one.  
 
The root of the frustration expressed by attendees arguably lay in the mismatched 
imaginative geographies that the event juxtaposed, which, as they unravelled, 
revealed unmet expectations of what an event about ‘Africa’ would be like. As I later 
reflected, ‘[although] most people can see that there’s probably something to be 
gained from an event attempting to ask thorny questions about what “Africa” might 
mean, and who and what can be “African”, in the heat of the moment, the urge to 
“showcase” and to “celebrate” can be uncontrollable’.5 This urge can only have been 
heightened by the name of the event’s parent festival, Africa Utopia, which seemed 
designed to promote an upbeat and hopeful imagination of the continent’s present and 
future.6 Although many of its individual events were critically framed through 
specific countries and issues, overall, the festival was couched in the deliberately 
positive yet geographically vague terms of Africa’s image and contribution to global 
culture. To me, the parallels with debates around Africa Remix, which also took place 
at the Southbank Centre, were conspicuous; seven years later, the conundrums of 
geographically-framed shows and events about ‘Africa’ arguably remained much the 
same.   
 
My purpose here is not to make a direct comparison with Money in Bamako and 
London, for the two events are clearly quite different; rather, I want to use these two 
examples as a gateway for revisiting some of the points raised throughout this thesis. 
First, there are the questions of physical remoteness, unreliable communications, the 
                                                
4 Nav Haq and Al Cameron, ‘Notes from the Sun: Representations of Africa in Science Fiction’, leaflet 
accompanying the exhibition Superpower: Africa in Science Fiction (Bristol: Arnolfini, 2012), no 
pagination.  
5 Owen, ‘Utopia Unstuck’, no page.  
6 This tactic on the part of the Southbank’s programming and marketing teams relied on popular 
understandings of the word ‘utopia’ to mean a ‘good or happy place’; however, recognition of the other 
root meaning of the word – ‘no place’ – might have opened up interesting avenues for debate and more 
nuanced reflection on the imaginative geographies of the festival. 
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practical difficulties of putting on exhibitions and art events, and the continued 
significance of geographical location with networked fields of activity; these points 
all affected the development of Money in Bamako and London, and may have played 
a part in the absence of Africa-based filmmakers at the Southbank screening. Such 
issues have reappeared throughout the thesis. Second, there is the question of anxiety 
over images and ideas of Africa, the desire to respond sensitively to these, and the 
personal and professional politics of working with others for various audiences; these 
concerns shaped both Money in Bamako and London and ‘Africa Sci-Fi Screening’, 
but were approached rather differently in each case. The former exhibition was not 
framed as ‘African’, but decisions about content were at times based on our sense of 
what ‘ideas of Africa’ our audience might hold; the latter event was an ‘African’ 
event as part of an explicitly celebratory ‘African’ festival, yet ultimately 
disappointed attendees by failing to meet their expectations of what this meant. In 
their different ways, both events engaged with ‘African-ness’, yet the outcome of each 
may still be unclear. If ‘Africa Sci-Fi Screening’ apparently failed to stimulate more 
complex understandings of Africa, it is impossible to know whether Money in 
Bamako and London did so or not; by avoiding explicit reference to Africa, indeed it 
is possible that it made little or no impression on visitors’ imaginative geographies of 
‘Africa’ at all. 
 
In drawing out issues of this kind, this thesis has examined the geographies of the 
field of contemporary African art. In the first place, it has identified and critically 
examined the characteristics, aims, motives, influences and interactions of 
individuals, institutions and networks making up the field of contemporary African art 
today. Developing a London-based yet outward-looking account, it has sought to trace 
an informative path through a complex field in order to reveal a particular set of 
underlying practical and conceptual issues. Taking up critical work on the emergence 
and continued importance of ‘ideas of Africa’, the research has unpacked and 
analysed what these ideas are, and how they are negotiated by different participants in 
the art world through the practices, encounters and debates that constitute their 
professional sphere of activity. Drawing on original first-hand accounts of specific 
encounters, events and practices, as told through interviews and identified through 
ethnographic and participatory fieldwork, it has pinpointed the sites – including 
exhibitions, events, galleries, biennales, art fairs, conferences, journals and the 
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internet – where such negotiations take place, thereby providing a partial but 
indicative ‘map’ of the field and the locations (whether real, virtual or metaphorical) 
where its complex relationships of collaboration, affiliation, rivalry and discord are 
played out. It has made this empirical contribution at a time when the field is 
undergoing a period of rapid expansion and diversification, and in this respect has 
presented a hitherto untold account of the emergence of new institutions, projects and 
initiatives, ongoing transformations in professional practices and theoretical 
perspectives, and how these intertwine. It therefore offers a newly grounded and 
intricate picture of the field of contemporary African art as an arena of material 
constraints and opportunities, practices and concepts which cannot be understood 
independently of one another.  
 
Investigating these issues has also presented an opportunity to reflect on 
methodologies for conducting research in the art world. While the kind of mixed-
method, interview and ethnography-based tactics I employed here are usual in many 
different areas of geographical research, they have seldom been used in the 
geographical study of art worlds, since existing research has often focused on the 
artworks themselves or on constructing historical accounts based on archival and 
other sources.7 The findings of this project show that there is much to be gained from 
researching the geographies of contemporary art worlds by talking to the people 
working within them. From interviews and more informal conversations, it is possible 
to piece together the reasons underlying the persistence of certain ideas, themes and 
practices in the field, from a perspective that recognises the personal challenges, 
contradictions and uncertainties – especially the geographical ones – that working 
with art from ‘other’ places can entail. This approach complements and builds on 
more established research looking at artworks, artistic practice and exhibitions, and 
responds to recent calls for geographers studying art ‘to attend not only to a “finished” 
object, but to the sites, spaces and processes of its production, consumption and 
circulation’.8 
 
                                                
7 As mentioned in chapter two, a recent exception is Neate, ‘Provinciality and the art world’; see also 
McLaren, ‘Bordering Art’, which draws on a wide range of sources relating to both artworks and the 
wider institutional and professional structures framing them. 
8 Harriet Hawkins, ‘Turn your trash into… Rubbish, art and politics. Richard Wentworth’s 
geographical imagination’, Social and Cultural Geography, 11 (2010), 805-827, p. 808. 
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In addition, as my accounts of curating, blogging and attending events might suggest, 
some of the most constructive, rewarding and enjoyable moments of this project have 
come about through its more participatory elements. By getting involved with the 
kinds of projects that my research subjects were also working on, I was able to 
develop a better sense of the issues at stake and the complexities of navigating a path 
through them, as well as enhance my credibility and research opportunities within the 
field. This thesis therefore responds to and builds on ongoing conversations about the 
‘doing’ of geography, which have affirmed the value but also the complexity of 
employing collaborative and creative geographical practices to do research.9 I do not 
necessarily submit the exhibitions, texts and other creative products of my research 
process as findings in themselves, since as Harriet Hawkins recently noted, questions 
around how to assess and respond to these kinds of ‘creative geographies’ as research 
outcomes remain complex and largely unanswered.10 Nonetheless, I contend that from 
a methodological perspective, this project has demonstrated the ways in which 
creative, participatory practices can usefully mesh with and augment more established 
qualitative research methods. I remain open to and excited by the possibility of 
practice-based theses and other research projects within the research on art and 
geography, and look forward to seeing more curatorial and other publicly engaged 
research in the future.11 
 
This research has also developed a number of more theoretical points, oriented 
especially towards debates around imaginative geographies, understandings of place 
and negotiated identities, and how they may be understood in relation to art and the 
art world. As Doreen Massey argues, ‘[i]f no space/place is a coherent seamless 
authenticity then one issue which is raised is the question of its internal negotiation’.12 
Taking this critical geographical perspective as a starting point, this research 
considers the space/place of ‘Africa’ as it is negotiated within the art world. It builds 
on current interest in art within geography, and in geography within art, by using the 
field of contemporary African art as a platform for exploring how space, place and 
geographical imaginations more widely are worked through in different contexts. In 
                                                
9 Hawkins, ‘Dialogues and doings’; McLaren, ‘Bordering art’; Hawkins, ‘Geography and art’. 
10 Hawkins, ‘Geography and art’.  
11 Holly McLaren raises the possibility of practice-based research within geography as a result of her 
project exploring what it means to be a geographer-curator. See McLaren, ‘Bordering art’. 
12 Massey, For Space, p. 10. 
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particular, it has emphasised the mutually-constitutive nature of materiality, practice 
and representation within the art world, and the importance of geographical 
knowledge in both producing and conceptually navigating these. Notions of scale, 
understandings of ‘the international’ and ideas about place have emerged as especially 
important in this respect, and the discussion has teased out the tensions in how these 
are handled through complex relations within the field. In addition, through a 
discussion of imaginative geographies, geographical imaginations and how they 
become juxtaposed through different kinds of practice and debate within the art 
world, this project has interrogated the enduring and intractable questions of 
geographical categories and knowledge-making more generally, and considered how 
they function in relation to art world discussion and organisation. 
 
One of the most important threads running through the research has been concerned 
with the influence of geographical context when understanding and interpreting art 
works. Specifically, the argument has focused attention on the relevance of 
imaginative geographies in this respect, demonstrating that the ways in which places 
are imagined can strongly influence how geographically-specific contextual 
information about art and artists is produced, received and negotiated within the art 
world, and thus how art is understood and evaluated. To state the place of origin of an 
artwork or artist is not always simply to provide neutral information; it may be a 
matter of tapping into, reproducing or contesting pre-existing imaginative 
geographies, both of what a particular place is like, and of its location and value 
within wider structures and hierarchies. In the case of Africa, we have seen how 
longstanding and conflicted imaginative geographies of the continent and its people, 
and the perception that they persist in harmful ways, continue to influence 
sensitivities over how its art and artists are categorised in terms of ‘traditional’, 
‘contemporary’, ‘African’ and/or ‘international’. When artists, curators and others 
eschew the category of ‘African’, what they are rejecting is often an association with 
negative or inaccurate imaginative geographies of Africa that see it as incapable of 
producing up-to-date, sophisticated and ‘contemporary’ art. By contrast, when 
‘African-ness’ is asserted positively, this offers a direct challenge to stereotypes, but 
frequently comes at the expense of more subtle understanding. 
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For geographers, these points arguably both challenge and reaffirm certain widely 
acknowledged ideas, concerns and arguments within the discipline. One of the main 
aims of human geography, and cultural geography in particular, is to reveal and 
interrogate the significance of place and space in cultural life, and to show the 
importance of the ‘where-ness’ of things; yet this research suggests that the politics of 
doing this is not always straightforward. Critical geographical research naturally tends 
to assume that knowing more about the geographies of things (whether material or 
imaginative), and how these are produced and contested, is inherently valuable; in this 
sense, providing geographical contextualisation for art has seemed a self-evidently 
productive and valuable research activity. But for many of my interviewees, attempts 
to understand the ‘where-ness’ of contemporary African art had become a burden they 
wished to be freed from. By calling for thematically rather than geographically-
arranged shows, by refusing any association with material limitations in African 
countries, and by emphasising their identities simply as ‘artists’, some of my 
respondents seemed to actively reject a geographical perspective that materially and 
imaginatively contextualised their artistic or curatorial practice and the wider field in 
relation to Africa, and/or ideas of it. Others embraced a geographical 
contextualisation on a continental scale in order to make a political point, yet in doing 
so appealed to conceptualisations of ‘geography’ that most critical geographers would 
find hard to recognise. 
 
This project has therefore exposed paradoxes at the heart of the act of geographical 
contextualisation and categorisation within the art world, and in doing so raises 
difficult questions for geographers. Yet rather than pointing to the impossibility of 
bringing the art world and geography together in productive new ways, it begins to 
show how this might be achieved, and the continued importance of geographical 
perspectives, through four main points. First, awareness of the work that different 
imaginative geographies do is essential to understand both how attempts at 
geographical contextualisation of art will be received, and the politics of emphasising 
geographical factors, in any given situation. As I have shown, a more subtle approach 
to geographical contextualisation can pay dividends when unravelling complex and 
contradictory negotiations over ideas of place and identity. Second, in addition to their 
imaginative character, the scale of any geographical categories and labels that are 
used in artistic or curatorial initiatives has crucial bearing on their effects, whether 
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they are employed affirmatively or in a line of critique; therefore, understanding 
imaginations of scale and space more generally is key when considering how 
geographical categories are constructed, applied and contested within the art world. 
Third, in understanding these points, the existing body of work by geographers on 
critical approaches to space, place and identity is likely to be of considerable interest 
and value to those in the art world who also engage with such issues. Fourth, there is 
great but as yet under-explored potential for geographers to enhance theoretical 
debates within their own discipline by engaging with practices and conversations 
taking place in the art world. As this research has shown, by focusing on the 
geographical organisation and negotiation of the professional and personal worlds 
surrounding artworks and artists, it is possible to make broader arguments about how 
space and place are understood in the art world, and the implications of this for 
geographical research on art.  
 
These points may be usefully taken forward in future research between geography and 
art in a variety of directions. While my focus in this project has been on African art, 
as a category and a field of professional activity, there is considerable potential to 
develop some of the themes I have explored here through studies of Middle Eastern, 
Chinese, Indian, Australian or Brazilian art worlds, to name but a few of the most 
prominent examples. Such work could usefully offer insights into how these fields of 
activity operate and negotiate questions of geography in their own right. However, 
given the groundwork I have already achieved in this thesis, perhaps a more 
interesting direction for future research might explore the connections, disconnections 
and rivalries between different geographically-identified art worlds within the 
expanding yet still unfixed field of ‘global art histories’, the shape of which, as 
chapter two explained, is still very much under negotiation.  
 
One useful question to explore would be whether and how individual and institutional 
actors within various art worlds enrol distinct imaginative geographies and 
conceptualisations of space and place to position themselves in relation to one another 
in a global context. Research on this question would help to illuminate the issue raised 
earlier about the conflicted status of geographical knowledge in a contemporary art 
world where the idea of being ‘from’ somewhere is often a mixed blessing. The 
geographies of the rapid growth in trade, migration and cultural circulation within the 
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Global South are likely to provide an important backdrop to such research, and such 
connections are already starting to be reflected in the international contemporary art 
world.13 The complex geographies of the growing international biennale circuit would 
also make a useful focus of research in relation to these questions. 
 
Finally, I would like to reflect again on my own position in relation to this project. 
Throughout this research, although I have maintained a critical approach, I have 
largely resisted passing verdict on views expressed by my interviewees. This has 
chiefly been a result of my research questions, and my wider theoretical and 
methodological approach. When the goal is to reveal how a field or a category like 
‘contemporary African art’ is negotiated, bringing a strong opinion on how it ought to 
be to any given research moment is, I suggest, likely to be incompatible with 
remaining attentive and sympathetic to complexity, doubt and contradiction within the 
field.14 Furthermore, my focus on practical doings and processes, especially in 
chapters four and five, has highlighted the great challenges of negotiating material 
and imaginative geographies that are complex, unequal, and at times, unfair. The 
majority of my respondents were incredibly well-informed and thoughtful, and their 
reflections on how they wrestle with the geographical conundrums I have identified – 
even though they might not refer to them in that way themselves – temper any 
sweeping judgements or critiques that might be made about the art world they work 
within. Instead, they point to the at times irresolvable paradoxes that must somehow 
be worked through, and the complex geographies underlying how these get played 
out, and what is at stake.  
 
In this sense, in my evaluative response to the question of how the field of 
contemporary African art might best negotiate its own problems and contradictions, I 
return to the research process and findings represented by this thesis, and I 
reemphasise the value of critical geographical perspectives in finding creative, 
constructive and perhaps conciliatory approaches to understanding, managing and 
working through seemingly incompatible views and positions within the art world. As 
                                                
13 The work of the Sindika Dokolo Foundation between Angola and Brazil is a case in point. See 
Nelson, ‘Remapping the narrative’.  
14 On the compatibility (or not) of different approaches to building geographical understanding in 
research, see Cloke et al, Practising Human Geography, p. 335. 
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this research has shown, there is much to be gained by maintaining critical approaches 
to spatiality, to the constructed nature of geographical categorisation, to the role of 
imaginative geographies and spatial metaphors, and to the intertwining of material 
and practical issues with conceptualisations of place. By bringing these approaches 
into dialogue with the problems and questions within the field of ‘contemporary 
African art’, I have demonstrated the value of a geographical perspective on art 
worlds. I look forward to exploring this approach further in my future engagements 
with both geography and art.
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Appendices  
Appendix 1: alphabetical list of interviewees by alias 
 
Interviewees are listed alphabetically by the aliases used in the research, together with 
the capacity in which I interviewed them (some have since moved to new positions). 
Where the interviewee works for an organisation regularly employing more than one 
person, I have listed their specific role within that organisation.  
 
 
AA  Ayo Adeyinka   Tafeta + Partners 
AK  Atta Kwami   Artist 
AN  Abdoulaye Ndoye   Artist 
AM  Annabelle Mu’azu   Cocoa Arts 
BB  Bridget Baker   Artist 
BK  Bill Karg   Contemporary African Art Gallery 
CH  Chili Hawes    Director, October Gallery 
CK  Christine Kreamer  Deputy Director/Chief Curator, NMAfA 
CS  Chris Spring   Curator, British Museum 
CT  Christine Takengny  Curator, October Gallery/freelance 
DD  David Dibosa   Academic, Wimbledon College of Art 
DJ  Danda Jaroljmek  Director, Kuona Arts Trust 
EC  Elsbeth Court   Academic, SOAS 
EDC  Ed Cross   Director, Ed Cross Fine Art 
EO  Edward Ofosu   Artist 
EVDV  Eline van der Vlist   Curator, Imagine Art After 
FM  Fred Mann   Fred [London] 
GC  Geeta Chagan    Chagan Contemporary 
GP  Giles Peppiatt   Director of South African art, Bonhams 
JA  Jude Anogwih   Curator, CCA Lagos 
JB  Jack Bell   Jack Bell Gallery   
JE  John Egbo    Director, arc Gallery 
JM  John Mack   Academic, SRU/former Keeper, BM 
JO  Joy Onyejiako   Exhibitions Assistant, Brunei Gallery 
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JP  John Picton   Academic, SOAS 
JS  Janet Stanley   Librarian, NMAfA 
JT  Johan Thom   Artist 
KG  Kerryn Greenberg  Curator, Tate Modern 
KL  Kiprop Lagat   Curator, Nairobi National Museum 
KM  Karen Milbourne  Curator, NMAfA 
LB  Lisa Binder   Curator, Museum for African Art 
LW  Leon Wainwright  Academic, Manchester Met. University 
NB  Naomi Beckwith  Curator, Studio Museum in Harlem 
NO  Nnenna Okore   Artist 
NP  Nigel Prince    Curator, IKON Gallery 
PG  Paul Goodwin   Curator, Tate Britain  
RD  Robert Devereux  Collector/founder, African Arts Trust 
RK  Rachid Koraïchi  Artist 
RL  Robert Loder   Founder, Triangle Arts/Gasworks 
RM  Roger Malbert   Curator, Hayward Gallery 
SA  Skoto Aghahowa  Skoto Gallery 
SDC  Sokari Douglas Camp  Artist 
TA  Titus Agbara    Artist 
TD  Theo Danjuma  Collector 
USN  Ugochukwu-Smooth Nzewi Artist/PhD student/freelance curator 
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Appendix 2: information sheet for participants 
  
 
INFORMATION FOR PARTICIPANTS 
 
Project:  Geographies of Contemporary African Art 
 
Researcher:  Evelyn Owen 
  PhD Student, Department of Geography, Queen Mary, University of London 
 
I would like to invite you to be part of this research project. Participation is voluntary, and choosing 
not to participate will not result in any disadvantage to you. Participants are free to withdraw from 
the project at any time, without having to give a reason.  
 
Please read the following information about the project, before you decide whether to take part. This 
explains the aims of the research, and what participation will involve: 
 
 
Project outline and aims 
 
This research project is about contemporary African art, from a geographical perspective. I am 
interested in exploring the ways that Africa is imagined as a place, and tracing the connections 
between these imaginations and the work of those involved in creating, displaying and discussing 
contemporary African art. I aim to explore how contemporary African art is displayed outside Africa, 
in museums and galleries. I will also consider the ways that it is debated in books, journals, and on 
the internet. The goal of the project is to develop existing understandings about representations of 
Africa, and to think about how ideas and perspectives from geography and art can be brought 
together in new ways.  
 
 
Participation in the project 
 
I have invited you to take part in this project because of your involvement with, or interest in, 
contemporary African art. Should you choose to participate, you can expect to be involved in one or 
both of the following: 
 
1. Interviews. I would like to interview participants about their experiences of working with 
contemporary African art. Interviews will last between 1 and 2 hours, and will take the form 
of an open-ended discussion. They will be recorded using a digital voice recorder, and 
transcribed by me. Interviews will happen at a mutually convenient time and location, for 
instance your place of work or a nearby quiet café. Agreement to be interviewed implies 
permission to be quoted directly in my write-up; where appropriate, participants will be 
identified by name, occupation and place of work. If you wish parts of the interview to be 
omitted or anonymised in the write-up (by using a pseudonym), you are free to say at any 
time.  
 
2. Ethnography. This involves informal discussion, observation and participation in day-to-
day activities. I will be doing this kind of research on an ongoing basis, looking at how 
individuals and organisations working with contemporary African art go about their 
professional activities. If you work in a gallery, you can expect me to be taking an active 
interest in conversations, tasks, meetings and events that take place. My thoughts will be 
recorded in the form of a research diary. Agreement to participate implies permission to be 
quoted indirectly or referenced in my write-up; where appropriate, participants will be 
identified by name, occupation and place of work. If you wish anything to be omitted or 
anonymised in the write-up (by using a pseudonym), you are free to say at any time.  
 
My findings will be incorporated into my PhD thesis, which I hope to complete during 2012. Parts of 
this may be published at a later date, as journal articles or a book. 
 
If you decide to take part, please keep this information sheet for future reference. Should you have 
any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at e.owen@qmul.ac.uk. 
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Appendix 3: list of events 
 
The following list of events is subdivided into different kinds of event, and arranged 
in chronological order within each section. 
 
Conferences/symposia/biennales 
 
‘Exhibitions and the World at Large’, Tate Britain, London, 3 April 2009 
 
‘Global Exhibitions: Contemporary Art And The African Diaspora’, Tate Liverpool, 
Liverpool, 19 Feb 2010 
 
‘Intersections of Creativity’, session at Association of American Geographers (AAG) 
Annual Meeting, Washington DC, 17 April 2010, at which I presented on 
‘Geographies of contemporary African art’ 
 
‘Crossing Boundaries’, RGS-IBG, London, 2 June 2010 
 
‘Theory for a Global Age: The Place of Africa?’, Early Career Summer School, 
Warwick University, July 2010, at which I presented on ‘Geographies of 
contemporary African art’ 
 
‘Fifteenth Triennial Symposium on African Art: Africa and its Diasporas in the 
Market Place’, Arts Council of the African Studies Association, UCLA, Los Angeles, 
23 March – 26 March 2011 
 
‘Figures & Fictions : The Ethics and Poetics of Photographic Depictions of People’, 
V&A, London, 24 June – 25 June 2011 
 
‘Art and geopolitics: reimagining and remaking spaces of power’, RGS-IBG Annual 
International Conference, London, 2 Sept 2011, at which I presented ‘The afterlife of 
the militant image: Mathieu Kleyebe Abonnenc’s Foreword to Guns for Banta’ 
 
‘Rencontres de Bamako, Biennale Africaine de la Photographie : Pour un Monde 
Durable’ (‘For a Sustainable World’), 9ième édition, Bamako, 1 Nov 2011 – 1 Jan 
2011 
 
‘Networked: Dialogue and Exchange in the Global Art Ecology’, Triangle Network 
Conference, Bloomberg, London, 26 Nov – 27 Nov 2011 
 
‘Technology as an Agent of Economic and Social Change in Africa? Connecting 
Historical and Contemporary Debates’, a session at CAS@50: Cutting Edges and 
Retrospectives, Centre of African Studies, University of Edinburgh, 7 June 2012, at 
which I presented on ‘ICT use in the contemporary  African art world’ 
 
 
 364 
Exhibitions 
 
Exhibitions for which I attended the private view are denoted (PV). 
 
 
Romuald Hazoumè: Made In Porto-Novo, October Gallery, London, 15 Oct – 28 Nov 
2009 
 
Transvangarde: Leading Contemporary Artists, October Gallery, London, 3 Dec 2009 
– 30 Jan 2010 
 
Aubrey Williams: Now and Coming Time (PV), October Gallery, London, 4 Jan 2010 
– 3 April 2010 
 
Afro Modern: Journeys Through the Black Atlantic, Tate Liverpool, 29 Jan – 25 April 
2010 
 
William Kentridge: Five Themes, Museum of Modern Art, New York, 24 Feb – 17 
May, 2010 
 
Kingdom of Ife, British Museum, London, 4 March – 6 June 2010 
 
The Creative Compass: New artworks by Agnès Poitevin-Navarre and Susan 
Stockwell, RGS with IBG, London, 6 May – 2 July 2010 
 
Nyemike Onwuka: Elegant Urban Decay, arc Gallery, London, 21 May – 26 May, 
2010 
 
Whose Map Is It? New Mapping by artists, Iniva at Rivington Place, London, 2 June – 
24 July 2010 
 
Rachid Koraïchi: Ecstatic Flow (PV), October Gallery, London, 11 June 2010 – 10 
July 2010 
 
Contemporary South African Artists: A Group Show, Chagan Contemporary at 
Degreeart.com Gallery, London, 21 July – 1 Aug 2010 
 
From Dahomey to Benin: Studio Photography by Léonce Raphael Agbodjélou (PV), 
Jack Bell Gallery, London, 10 Sept – 3 Oct, 2010 
 
Headload: Onyema Offoedu-Okeke (PV), arc Gallery, London, 16 Sept – 6 Oct 2010 
 
Ever Young: James Barnor / The Paris Albums 1900: W.E.B. Du Bois, Rivington 
Place, London, 17 Sept – 27 Nov 2010 
 
Abdel Abdessemed: Silent Warriors, Parasol Unit, London, 22 Sept – 14 Nov 2010 
 
Julien Sinzogan: Spirit Worlds (PV), October Gallery, London, 30 Sept – 6 Nov 2010 
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Godfried Donkor: The Fives Court (PV), Fred [London], 7 Oct – 14 Nov 2010 
 
Peterson Kamwathi: Matter of Record, Ed Cross Fine Art, London, 20 Oct - 20 Nov 
2010 
 
Atta Kwami: Fufofo, ‘Coming Together’, Howard Scott Gallery, New York, 21 Oct – 
27 Nov 2010 
 
Wangechi Mutu: ‘Hunt Bury Flee’, Gladstone Gallery, New York, 30 Oct – 4 Dec 
2010 
 
Lynette Yiadom-Boakye: Any Number of Preoccupations, The Studio Museum in 
Harlem, New York, 11 Nov 2010 – 13 March 2011 
 
Frédéric Bruly Bouabré, collection displays, Tate Modern, Spring 2011 
 
Vodou | Magic | Juju: Contemporary Art from West Africa, Jack Bell, London, 26 Jan 
– 12 March 2011 
 
Christian Lutz: Tropical Gift, HOST Gallery/Foto8, London, 1 Feb – 1 March 2011 
 
Charles Sekano: The House of Women (PV), 5 Talbot Rd (Ed Cross), London, 11 Feb 
– 18 Feb 2011 
 
Mathieu Kleyebe Abonnenc: Foreword to Guns for Banta, Gasworks, London, 26 Feb 
– 17 April 2011 
 
Reflections on the Self: Five African Women Photographers, Royal Festival Hall, 
London, 8 March – 3 April 2011 
 
Lynette Yiadom-Boakye: Notes and Letters, Corvi Mora, London, 10 March - 28 April 
2011 
 
Figures and Fictions: Contemporary South African Photography, V&A, London, 12 
April – 17 July 2011 
 
Nnenna Okore: Metamorphoses (PV), October Gallery, London, 6 May – 18 June 
2011 
 
Bamako and London, October Gallery, London, 17 May – 25 May 2011 
 
Rotimi Fani-Kayode, 1955-1989, Rivington Place, London, 27 May – 30 July 2011 
 
Contested Terrains, Tate Modern, London, 29 July – 16 Oct 2011 
 
Joseph Bertiers, Fred [London], London, 1 Sept – 9th Oct 2011 
 
Lawson Oyekan: Global Working, One Canada Square, Canary Wharf, London, 19 
Sept – 11 Nov 2011 
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Facing Uncertainty: Portraits from Africa. New photographs by John Kenny. Capital 
Culture, 3 Bedfordbury Gallery, London, 21 Sept – 2 Oct 2011 
 
Bridget Baker: Wrecking at Private Siding 661 (PV), Wapping Project, London, 29 
Sept 2011 – 21 Jan 2012 
 
Zarina Bhimji, Whitechapel Gallery, London, 19 Jan - 9 March 2012 
 
Migrations: Journeys into British Art, Tate Britain, London, 31 Jan – 12 August 2012 
 
Synchronicity II (PV), Tiwani Contemporary, London, 3 Feb – 17 March 2012 
 
‘UNITY’ (PV), Watermans, Brentford, 25 Feb – 8th April 2012 
 
Guy Tillim, collection displays, Tate Modern, London, Spring 2012 
 
Lynette Yiadom-Boakye: Extracts and Verses, Chisenhale Gallery, London, 
23 March - 13 May 2012 
 
Kura Shomali: Cassius Clay Ali Boom Boom Ye (PV), Jack Bell Gallery, London, 5 
April – 5 May 2012 
 
Sokari Douglas Camp: Dyad, Brunei Gallery, London, 23rd May – 28th July 2012 
 
The Gaddafi Archives: Libya before the Arab Spring (PV), Slade Research Centre, 
London, 21 June – 29 June 2012 
 
Romuald Hazoumè: Cargoland (PV), October Gallery, London, 28 June – 11 Aug 
2012 
 
Santu Mofokeng, collection displays, Tate Modern, London, Summer 2012 
 
Leonce Raphael Agbodjelou: Demoiselles de Porto Novo, Jack Bell Gallery, London,  
20 Sept – 20 Oct 2012 
 
John Akomfrah: Hauntologies, Carroll/Fletcher, London, 5 Oct – 8 Nov 2012 
 
William Kentridge: I am not me, the horse is not mine, The Tanks, Tate Modern, 
London, 11 Nov 2012 – 20 Jan 2013 
 
The Politics of Representation: Otobong Nkanga: Contained Measures of Shifting 
States, The Tanks, Tate Modern, 24 Nov 2012 
 
The Politics of Representation: Nàstio Mosquito: Flourishing Seeds, The Tanks, Tate 
Modern, 24 Nov 2012 
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Talks, screenings, lectures and panel discussions 
 
‘Geographies of Difference’ (Doreen Massey talk as part of the series ‘The Status of 
Difference’), Tate Britain, London, 4 Nov 2009 
 
‘Questions from the Past’ (Grace Ndiritu in conversation with Paul Goodwin), Tate 
Britain, London, 12 Feb 2010 
 
‘African Art? Between the real and the imagined’ (panel discussion with Raimi 
Gbadamosi, Ibrahim El Salahi, Sokari Douglas Camp and Chris Spring), British 
Museum, London, 3 June 2010 
 
‘An Evening with Sarah Maldoror’ (screening and talk for Mathieu Kleyebe 
Abonnenc: Foreword to Guns for Banta), Institut Français Ciné Lumière, London, 23 
Feb 2011 
 
‘The Russian Connection’ (panel discussion for Mathieu Kleyebe Abonnenc: 
Foreword to Guns for Banta), Gasworks, London, 26 Feb 2011 
 
‘Africa Now / Nigerians behind the lens’(auction private view), Bonhams, London, 15 
March 2011 
 
‘Fantasy After-life Vehicles / ACASA Triennial Reception’, Ernie Wolfe Gallery, Los 
Angeles, 25 March 2011 
 
‘Afropolitans’ (evening event), V&A, London, 24 June 2011 
 
‘Queer Africa’ (film screening and discussion), South London Gallery, London, 29 
July 2011 
 
‘Why Visual Studies Need World Art History’ (lecture by Whitney Davis), School of 
the Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago, 21 July 2011 
 
‘New Media Geographies’ (a conversation I hosted with artist collective One-Room 
Shack relating to their exhibition UNITY), Watermans, Brentford, 25 Feb 2012 
 
‘Looking Both Ways: An introduction to modern and contemporary art from Africa’ 
(4 evening classes), Tate Modern, London, March 2012 
 
‘Stories from Somalia’ (auction for Somali Relief and Development Forum), 
HOST/Foto8 Gallery, London, 10 April 2012 
 
‘Alessio Antoniolli, Director of Gasworks and Triangle Network, in conversation with 
Lynette Yiadom-Boakye’, Chisenhale Gallery, 3 May 2012 
 
‘Willem Boshoff: artist talk’, Tate Modern, London, 14 May 2012 
 
‘Africa Now – African Contemporary and Modern Art’ (auction private view), 
Bonhams, 22 May 2012 
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‘What Picasso knew: Highlighting Contemporary African Art’, Sokari Douglas 
Camp, Centre of African Studies annual lecture, Brunei Gallery, London, 23 May 
2012 
 
‘Africa Sci-Fi Screening’ (screening and panel discussion), Africa Utopia, Southbank 
Centre, London, 4 July 2012 
 
‘Nollywood or Bust: Africa at the Movies’ (panel discussion), Africa Utopia, 
Southbank Centre, London, 21 July 2012 
 
‘Imagining Africa: a Granta salon’ (panel discussion), Africa Utopia, Southbank 
Centre, London, 21 July 2012 
 
‘Art Connect: Contemporary African Art and the Global Art Market’ (panel 
discussion), Africa Utopia, Southbank Centre, London, 21 July 2012 
 
‘William Kentridge: artist talk’, Tate Modern, London, 11 Nov 2012 
